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Introduction 


Although this book focuses on events that occurred in Syria’ between 
October 1918 and July 1920 —the period during which an Arab govern- 
ment ruled in Damascus—I have neither structured it as a narrative ac- 
count nor intended it to be one. Such narratives have already been written, 
with greater or lesser success.? The purpose of this book is much different: 
it is an examination of contending constructions of nation and nationalism 
in early twentieth-century Syria and of the origins and early evolution of 
mass politics and popular nationalism in the same region. The need for such 
an investigation becomes evident by juxtaposing two incidents, separated 
by only a few months, that took place on opposite sides of the Atlantic. 
On 20 July 1920, six days after the initial French ultimatum to the 
Arab government of Amir Faysal and four days before French troops en- 
tered Damascus to begin their quarter-century occupation, insurrection 
erupted in the Syrian capital. Throughout the city, petit-bourgeois mer- 


1. I shall be using the term Syria to refer to several different geographic areas. 
Usually, it will refer to the territory under the administration of Occupied Enemy 
Territory Administration—East (OETA-E). At other times, particularly in discus- 
sions of contemporaneous notions of geographic divisions, Syria refers to “Syria 
within its natural boundaries’—the territory that comprises present-day Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, the “Palestinian Entity,” the Israeli occupied territories, a 
small section of the Republic of Turkey south of the Taurus Mountains and the 
province of Alexandretta, and western Iraq. The reader should be able to determine 
which definition is appropriate from the context. 

2. See, for example, Malcolm Russell, The First Modern Arab State: Syria un- 
der Faysal 1918-1920; Khairia Kasmieh (Khayriyya Qasimiyya), al-Hukima al- 
‘arabiyya ft Dimashq bayna 1918-1920; ‘Ali Sultan, Tarikh Striyya 1918-1920: 
Hukm Faysal b. Husayn; Zeine N. Zeine, The Struggle for Arab Independence: 
Western Diplomacy and the Rise and Fall of Faisal’ Kingdom in Syria. 
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chants, neighborhood toughs, unemployed youths, refugees from the Biqa‘ 
Valley, and recently demobilized soldiers from the regular Arab army took 
to the streets, while former members of the prorogued Syrian General Con- 
gress, ulama, and political agitators denounced the government that had ac- 
ceded to French demands from minbars and street corners. Popular leaders 
raised sanjaks> and distributed leaflets that warned of conspiracies threat- 
ening the nation and described atrocities committed by French soldiers sta- 
tioned to the west. Newspapers, printed as broadsheets, taunted the enemy 
with patriotic bluster: “Tell the Pope, the clericalists, the capitalists, and the 
politicians who aim at conquest,” al-Kindna announced in a two-page, 
bold-faced spread, “that young Syria will never submit to old France.” 4 In 
the quarters of Shaghur and the Maydan, where less than two weeks be- 
fore residents had disarmed and beaten military policemen who had at- 
tempted to enforce the Arab government's despised conscription policy, the 
same residents now attacked a contingent of troops loyal to the traitorous 
(kha’in) amir because they believed him to be collaborating with the ene- 
mies of the nation.5 

When the Arab government tried to retake the streets, fighting broke 
out between regular army units (such as the bedouin and Yemeni troops 
that had fought alongside the amir during the Arab Revolt) and the popu- 
lation. One group of insurrectionists, shouting anti-Faysal slogans, at- 
tacked the royal palace (on the roof of which the amir, anticipating rebel- 
lion, had placed machine guns). Another group stormed the Damascus 
citadel where arms and ammunition were stored and where, the rebels as- 
sumed, the government had interned the popular leader Kamil al-Qassab, 
along with other political prisoners. According to British estimates, over 


3. A sanjak consisted of a broad banner which was suspended from a wooden 
crossbeam. The crossbeam was carried by one man, while two others assisted by 
holding ropes attached to the bottom of the cloth to ensure that the news or slogan 
printed on the banner could be read. Sanjaks were usually displayed in areas of 
heavy traffic, near mosques, or in cemeteries. Hasan al-Amin, Dhikrayat, al-Juz’ al- 
awwal: Min al-tufila ila al-siba,27. 

4. MD 4H114/695, “Renseignements,” n.d.; MD 4H114/4/691, Cousse to 
Gouraud, 13 July 1920; MD 4H114/5/282-283, Cousse to Gouraud, 15 July 1920; 
al-Amin, Dhikrayat, 27; Ihsan Hindi, Ma‘rakat Maysaliin, 59-60. 

5. MD 4H114/4/662, Cousse to Gouraud, 8 July 1920; FO 371/5037/E8509/74, 
Mackereth (Beirut) to FO, 16 July 1920; MD 4H114/5, Cousse to Gouraud, 20 July 
1920; FO 371/5037/E8880/80, Mackereth to FO, 23 July 1920; MD 4H60/1, “Bul- 
letin quotidien 1270,” 23 July 1920. According to Ghalib al-‘Iyashi, the crowd also 
called for the downfall of murraq (turncoats) and muta’amiriin (conspirators). al- 
‘lyashi, al-Idahat al-siydsiyya waasrar al-intidab al-faransi ‘ala Siriyya, 105-106. 
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100 Damascenes died in the clashes; Faysal himself later estimated 120 
killed and 200 injured.® 

The next day, a similar insurrection, launched by the local committee of 
national defense and inspired by events in Damascus, broke out in Aleppo. 
Mobilized by the district governor, the chief of police, and popular leaders, 
an estimated four thousand men from the mostly lower-class district of Bab 
al-Nayrab—estimated to be about one-third of the population of the dis- 
trict—attacked the citadel of Aleppo and looted and distributed the weapons 
found within. A raid by another group of rebels on an arms depot the fol- 
lowing morning triggered an explosion that reportedly claimed between 
five and six hundred casualties.” 

On the afternoon of 21 July, popular leaders toured the quarters of 
Damascus, encouraging residents to assemble at Baramki Station to await 
transportation west to Khan Maysalun, where General Yusuf al-‘Azma 
was organizing a stand against the invading French. At Baramki, Shaykh 
Kamal al-Khatib led evening prayers and, in anticipation of the coming bat- 
tle, prayers for the dead. Of the seventeen hundred volunteers from one 
Damascus neighborhood, only seven hundred carried weapons. Many of 
the volunteers who had earlier resisted conscription into the army of the 
Arab government now departed for the front, anticipating heroic death in 
“al-jihad al-watani.” ® 


6. MD 4H114/s, Cousse to Gouraud, 20 July 1920; MD 4H60/1, “Bulletin quo- 
tidien 1266,” 20 July 1920; MD 4H60/1, “Bulletin quotidien 1270,” 23 July 1920; 
IO L/PS/10/802/P5841, GHQ to WO, 24 July 1920; Mahmid al-Charkas, al-Dalil 
al-musawwar lil-bildd al-‘arabiyya, vol. 1, 119-121; As‘ad Daghir, Mudhakkarati 
‘ala hamish al-gadiyya al-‘arabiyya, 122, 139-142; Muhammad ‘Ali al-‘Ajliani, 
Dhikrayat ‘an al-thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra,g8; Hindi, Ma‘rakat Maysalin, 59, 
61-62. 

7. Jules Kersante, “Syrie: L’occupation d’Alep,” 172-173; Daghir, Mudhak- 
karati, 139; MD 4H114/9/70SP, Cousse to GCC, 21 July 1920; IO L/PS/10/ 
802.P5841, GHQ to WO, 24 July 1920; FO 371/5039/E10316/38, J. B. Jackson (U.S. 
Consul, Aleppo), 30 July 1920; MAE L:SL/vol. 33/107—305, Gouraud, “Note au su- 
jet des rapports entre le haut commissionaire de la République Frangaise en Syrie- 
Cilicie et l’emir Faycal,” 22 September 1920; al-‘Asima, 13 November 1919, 6; 
Sulayman Misa, al-Murdasalat al-tarikhiyya, vol. 3: 1920-1923, 144. For higher 
estimates of casualties in Damascus, see FO 371/5040/E11756, Gertrude Bell, 
6 August 1920; John de Vere Loder, The Truth about Mesopotamia, Palestine and 
Syria, 78. Insurrections also broke out in Homs and Hama. For details of the for- 
mer, see P. G. Angelil, “L’occupation d’Homs: Angoisses et délivrance.” 

8. Interviews with Muhammad Rida al-Khatib, descendant of Kamal al-Khatib 
(6 January 1990); Kamil Daghmush (2 November 1989) and Abu Ribah al-Jaza’iri 
(15 November 1989), veterans of the Battle of Maysalun; Hindi, Ma‘rakat May- 
saliin, 113; Ilyas al-Fadil and Ramiz Hithawi, al-Kitab al-dhahabi lil-mujahidin 
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Just five months after these events, Stephen P. Duggan of the Institute 
of International Education delivered an address to the American Historical 
Association in which he outlined the evolution of nationalism in Syria 
from the late nineteenth century through the first months of French occu- 
pation.’ Duggan’s lecture had what Hayden White, drawing from the work 
of Northrop Frye, has described as the “pre-generic plot-structure” of 
tragedy.” He thus began by tracing the auspicious origins and early prom- 
ise of “Arab nationalism” (the nineteenth-century Arab literary renais- 
sance, the appeal of “the principles of liberty, equality and fraternity under 
a national and representative government”), pursued his narrative through 
false hopes (the Arab Congress of 1913, the Arab Revolt, the Anglo-French 
Declaration of November 1918, the King-Crane Commission) and trials 
(repression by the Committee of Union and Progress [C.U.P.], the defen- 
sive politicization of the movement through secret societies, the seferber- 
lik," the passion of the Syrian martyrs), and concluded by recounting be- 
trayal and, ultimately, disaster (the wartime agreements, Zionism and the 
Balfour Declaration, British abandonment and French occupation).!2 Dug- 
gan failed to mention the July insurrections in his remarks: since every plot- 
structure circumscribes and defines the array of options available to the 
historian—from the questions to be investigated to the selection and orga- 
nization of data—Duggan could only regard the July events, if he regarded 
them at all, as irrelevant or anomalous. Insurrectionists who had claimed 
the title “thuwwar” (revolutionaries) subsequently became “extremists,” 
or “the mob” to the infrequent historian who did include them in his or her 
account. 


al-stiriyyin; Jan Alexan, “Zaynab fi Maysalin,” al-Jundi, 19 April 1960, 32-33. 
Neither historians nor contemporary observers agree on the number of volunteers 
who fought at the Battle of Maysalun. Amir Faysal, for example, put the number at 
two thousand. See “The Case of Emir Feisal.” 

9. Duggan’s speech was later published under the title “Syria and its Tangled 
Problems.” 

10. See the discussion of the use of “pre-generic plot-structures” in the writing 
of history in Hayden White, “Interpretation in History,” 51-80. 

11. “Seferberlik” (literally “travel by land”) refers to the suffering endured by 
Syrians during the period of World War I, including famine and deportation. See 
L. Schatkowski Schilcher, “The Famine of 1915-1918 in Greater Syria,” 229-258. 

12. To underscore Duggan’s conceptual plan, the editors of Current History 
subtitled his article, “Story of the Allies’ Promises, Mustapha Kemal Ambitions, 
Emir Feisal’s Disappointment, the Franco-British Rivalry and the Zionists in Pal- 
estine—French Difficulties in Syria.” 
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Duggan’s address is not noteworthy because of its novelty; to the con- 
trary, Duggan’s address is noteworthy because it represents one of the ear- 
liest examples of the predominant strategy that has been used to emplot the 
story of nationalism in the Arab Middle East from the nahda (the Arab lit- 
erary renaissance of the late nineteenth century) through the mandate 
period. Not only did Duggan’s colleagues—historians and advocates of 
“the Arab cause” such as T. E. Lawrence, John de Vere Loder, Hans Kohn, 
Richard Coke, and Elizabeth P. MacCallum—also situate their accounts 
within the selfsame narrative structure, but after more than seventy years, 
many contemporary historians of nationalism in the region continue to do 
so as well. As a result, the various assumptions and inferences derived 
from the application of this structure—including the tendency to treat the 
history of nationalism in the Arab world as intellectual (idealist) history 
and to look to a select group of indigenous elites as the sole originators, car- 
riers, and disseminators of nationalism—are shared by several generations 
of historians. 

Both idealist and elitist assumptions have served to circumscribe histor- 
ical inquiry. In the process of privileging an essentialized “Arab national- 
ism” above all other constructions of nationalism, idealist historians have 
taken the claims of its proponents at face value. This has, in effect, predis- 
posed them to accept the existence of a nationalism that is rooted in an im- 
mutable and singular Arab identity—what sociologist Anthony D. Smith 
would call an Arab ethnie.'* According to Zeine N. Zeine, for example, 


Nationalism has undergone several changes in meaning during the 
course of its evolution in various states. But if we take into considera- 
tion, basically, the racial, cultural, and spiritual elements of nationalism, 
we find that Arab nationalism is one of the oldest nationalisms in the 
world. The true birth of Arab nationalism took place with the rise of 
Islam. . .. What the educated and enlightened Arabs were waking up to 
[at the turn of the century] was not to Arab consciousness, which had 
never “slept” but to an independent political life.'5 


13. T. E. Lawrence, “Emir Feisal Il: The Sykes-Picot Treaty, Impatient Arabs,” 
Times (London), 11 August 1920, 9; T. E. Lawrence, Evolution of a Revolt; Loder, 
Truth About Mesopotamia; Hans Kohn, A History of Nationalism in the East; 
Richard Coke, The ArabS Place in the Sun; Elizabeth P. MacCallum, “The Arab 
National Movement.” Edward Said makes a similar point but draws different infer- 
ences; see Culture and Imperialism, 252. 

14. Anthony D. Smith, National Identity, 19-42. 

15. Zeine N. Zeine, The Emergence of Arab Nationalism with a Background 
Study of Arab-Turkish Relations in the Near East, 129-130, 133. 
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Because the full recovery of the Arab ethnie merely awaited the proper 
speculative advancement and political conjuncture, historians of national- 
ism in the region have spent an inordinate amount of time attempting to 
uncover the contributions made by various intellectuals to the “rediscov- 
ery” and elucidation of that identity, the chain through which an Arab 
“protonationalism” and nationalism were transmitted from generation to 
generation, and the timing of the diffusion of a paradigmatic nationalism 
throughout the population of the Arab Middle East. 

The preoccupation with this narrow range of issues has provided the 
narrative focus for countless expositions about the “rise of Arab national- 
ism,” including The Arab Awakening of George Antonius, perhaps the 
most famous and influential treatment of the movement’s origins and early 
history.'¢ In his work, Antonius cites many of the same predicates and uti- 
lizes the same narrative structure as had Stephen P. Duggan almost two 
decades before. Although briefly alluding to the “false starts” that preceded 
the authentic evolutionary path followed by the “Arab national move- 
ment”—Antonius finds what might be called a “proto-protonationalism” 
in the Wahhabi movement of Arabia and in the propaganda disseminated 
by Muhammad ‘Ali and his son Ibrahim during their conquest of Syria— 
his tale really begins with Christian Arab circles whose attraction to na- 
tionalism was a natural outgrowth of their affinity with the West and 
Western ideas; thus, “[t]he story of the Arab national movement opens in 
Syria in 1847, with the foundation in Bairut [sic] of a modest literary soci- 
ety under American patronage.” ” According to Antonius, in the decades 
following its initial crystallization and articulation, Arab protonationalism 
and nationalism traversed communal boundaries and began to percolate 
through the larger Muslim community. 

Although historians writing in the wake of The Arab Awakening have 
generally accepted Antonius’s methodological presuppositions, they have 
continually fussed with the details of his narrative. In contrast to Antonius, 
Hisham Sharabi and C. Ernest Dawn, for example, have posited very dif- 
ferent roots and evolutionary course for “Arab nationalism,” counter- 
posing their contention that (in the words of Dawn), “[t]here is convincing 
evidence that the prevailing ideology of Arab nationalists in the twentieth 


16. George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National 
Movement. See also Albert Hourani, “The Arab Awakening Forty Years After.” For 
an insightful description of Antonius’s milieu and motives, see Edward Said, “Third 
World Intellectuals and Metropolitan Culture.” 

17. Antonius, Arab Awakening, 13. 
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century was formed in the 1920s, at the latest, from Islamic modernist 
roots.” 18 Still others, such as Bassam Tibi and Sylvia Haim, have combined 
the trajectories outlined by Antonius and Sharabi /Dawn, thereby tracing 
a chain of transmission that synthesizes Christian secularism and Islamic 
modernism.!? Whatever the source and the path chosen by historians, 
however, they have commonly ignored or glossed over fundamental dif- 
ferences that divided proponents of the Arab cause—and the ideologies 
that they advocated—from one another. As a result, nationalism in the 
Arab Middle East has achieved a retrospective homogeneity and coherence 
through their works that it had never achieved in actuality.”° 

The focus placed by historians on the activities of a small elite that 
played a conspicuous role in the synthesis and dissemination of nationalist 
ideology has, over the past two decades, been reinforced by the work of his- 
torians such as Dawn, Philip S. Khoury, and Rashid Khalidi, who have an- 
alyzed the social strata from which many of the earliest advocates of the 
Arab cause emerged.”! According to Dawn and Khoury, the strongest pro- 
ponents of “Arabism” (the precursor to “Arab nationalism”) in Syria came 
from a thin fraction of the urban-based, landowning-bureaucratic notabil- 
ity that “had failed to achieve power and influence commensurate with 
their expectations.” 2? These elites expressed their dissatisfaction by rein- 


18. C. Ernest Dawn, “The Origins of Arab Nationalism;” Hisham Sharabi, 
Arab Intellectuals and the West: The Formative Years 1875-1914, 58-60, 64-65. 

19. Bassam Tibi, Arab Nationalism: A Critical Enquiry, 58-68; Sylvia Haim, 
Arab Nationalism: An Anthology, ix-x, 25-27. 

20. One recent effort to revise this ascription of homogeneity is Eliezer Tauber’s 
three-volume history of nationalism in the Arab Middle East from the founding 
of the early nationalist societies through 1920. Rather than privileging “Arab” 
nationalism, Tauber identifies four competing nationalist strands: “Arabism,” 
“Syrianism,” “Lebanonism,” and “Iraqism.” While a step in the right direction and 
a rich source of detail, Tauber’s books still maintain the elitist bias of their prede- 
cessors. Furthermore, his analysis does not recognize the conditional nature of 
identity. His substitution of four essential nationalist strands for one is thus remi- 
niscent of attempts made by pre-Copernican astronomers to save the Ptolemaic 
map of the universe by proposing additional epicycles to explain “irregular” plan- 
etary behavior. See Tauber, The Emergence of the Arab Movements; The Arab 
Movements in World War I; The Formation of Modern Syria and Iraq. 

21. See in particular C. Ernest Dawn, From Ottomanism to Arabism: Essays on 
the Origins of Arab Nationalism; Philip S. Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab 
Nationalism: The Politics of Damascus 1860-1920. 

22. Khoury, Urban Notables, 67—68. Coined by Dawn, the term Arabism is a 
rather loose conception. Dawn first used the term in counterposition to the doctrine 
of “Ottomanism” to which, he maintained, it was a reaction. While both ideologies 
germinated from the common root of Islamic modernism, Dawn traces the distinct 
lineage of Arabism from Rifa‘a Rafi‘ al-Tahtawi through Muhammad ‘Abduh and 
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terpreting the doctrine of “Ottomanism” (according to which all localist, 
religious, and ethnic identities within the empire would be subsumed in a 
distinctive Ottoman identity), by rejecting the centralization policies of the 
Committee of Union and Progress, and by supporting policies that prom- 
ised looser administrative controls that would increase local autonomy. 

In contrast to Dawn and Khoury, Khalidi has persistently championed 
the part played by a circle of professionals, particularly journalists, in the 
development and promotion of Arabism.”> This circle comprised the “new 
middle classes,” the “middle strata,” or perhaps less agreeably, the “mar- 
ginal men” whom Western historians of nationalism have frequently cred- 
ited with defining national goals, sparking nationalist agitation, and or- 
ganizing nationalist movements throughout the late colonial world. As 
Khalidi and others demonstrate, those who might be included in this circle 
were not elite in the sense that they held positions of economic, social, 
or political preeminence. Indeed, because these professionals often hailed 
from less than prestigious social backgrounds, scholars of nationalism have 
frequently attributed their nationalist activities, like those of Khoury’s 
landowning-bureaucrats, to resentments engendered by their exclusion 
from positions of influence.?4 Whatever their motivation, their relatively 
modest social background underscores the fact that it was privileged access 
to Western-style education, characteristic worldview, and self-ascription— 
determinants that did not necessarily coincide with birthright—that dis- 
tinguished those who might be included in the category “nationalist elites.” 

Although some of the findings of idealist historians, when applied with 
circumspection, have contributed to the understanding of select intellectual 
currents extant in the Arab world during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the attempt to locate nationalism in the region solely 
within the domain of nationalist elites is essentially ill-conceived. While 
the role played by these elites in nationalist politics cannot be dismissed, it 


Rashid Rida, defining Arabism as a doctrine that maintains that the Arabs “were 
a special people who possessed peculiar virtues and rights.” See Dawn, From 
Ottomanism to Arabism, 122-123, 133, 136-140, 142-144, 147-148. Rashid 
Khalidi has added that Arabism was a “protonationalism rather than full-fledged 
nationalism” and that Ottomanism and Arabism were not mutually exclusive, but 
instead were “ideal types” separated by a fluid boundary. See “The Origins of Arab 
Nationalism: Introduction,” ix; “Ottomanism and Arabism in Syria before 1914: A 
Reassessment,” 51, 61-63. 

23. See Rashid Khalidi, ““Abd al-Ghani al-‘Uraisi and al-Mufid: The Press and 
Arab Nationalism before 1914”; “Society and Ideology in Late Ottoman Syria” 
(particularly 123). 

24. See Elie Kedourie, Nationalism in Asia and Africa, 80-92. 
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was, notwithstanding the formidable powers attributed to “charisma” and 
to the efficacy of vertical mobilization, far from comprehensive. Because 
the capacity of these nationalist elites to define and dominate the political 
field was ultimately circumscribed by the ability of their ideas to articulate 
with the aspirations of other elements of the population, histories that 
place nationalist politics solely within the domain of these elites fail be- 
cause they present only one moment of the nationalist dialectic. They omit 
the other moment, the domain of popular politics, the manifold attributes 
of which cannot entirely be ascribed to elite designs. The reintegration into 
the nationalist dialectic of political movements that included this moment, 
such as those represented by the July insurrectionists, their predecessors, 
and their successors, as well as an exposition of the contributions made by 
these movements to a consequent nationalist synthesis, are the subject of 
this book. 

The book is divided into three sections. In Part I, I discuss how the 
nature of political organizing changed in Syria before, during, and after 
World War I. In the wake of these changes, complex and comprehensive 
political organizations frequently replaced, marginalized, or recontextual- 
ized traditional and parochial modes of organization, facilitating the pro- 
grammatic mobilization of large numbers of constituents. These organiza- 
tions not only induced the expansion of political participation, they broke 
the monopoly on authority held by the previously dominant categories of 
elites and redefined and politicized the ties that bound non-elites to their 
leaders. As a result, mass politics not only became possible in Syria during 
the immediate post-World War I period, it became inevitable. 

Because the new popular organizations were comprehensive and ideo- 
logical, and because they incorporated their followers through a variety of 
customary and original bonds of loyalty, they acted to verify, intensify, ac- 
tualize, and hone the possible meanings that could be derived from a co- 
herent set of symbols that were frequently distinctive. Those associated 
with the popular groups thus were not an amorphous “mob,” but were 
rather members of a discretely constituted discursive community that, al- 
though very different from the discursive community composed of mem- 
bers of the Arab government and its supporters, must also be considered 
part of the nationalist tendency. In Part II, I compare the two main nation- 
alist discursive communities that arose in Syria during the Faysali period. 
Through the use of leaflets, graffiti, newspaper editorials, speeches, ru- 
mors, and other texts, I compare the most important symbols (“key sym- 
bols”) and slogans and the fields in which these symbols and slogans were 
situated to trace the evolution of these rival discursive communities. 
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Part III, a discussion of activities such as demonstrations, public cele- 
brations, and theater carried out in public/symbolic space integrates themes 
that were developed separately in the first two parts. Because ceremonies 
balance in various proportions celebratory and didactic elements, and be- 
cause they not only contain symbols but act as symbols, I use the analysis 
of ceremony to add a new dimension to the understanding of the efficacy 
of competing integrated symbol systems promoted by political rivals to in- 
struct their political base or to enlist political support. Furthermore, through 
an analysis of public ceremonies, I outline the unique attributes that al- 
lowed the new political formations to attract a mass following and the pro- 
cess by which competing political factions contributed—both intentionally 
and unintentionally —to the creation of the new political public. 

Before these particular analyses can be undertaken, however, it is nec- 
essary to address two preliminary tasks. Since, as discussed above, previ- 
ous histories of the origins and early evolution of nationalism in the Arab 
Middle East have been too encumbered by idealist, essentialist, and elitist 
assumptions to present anything but a narrow and distorted glimpse of 
what they have sought to examine, the first task is to formulate a replace- 
ment paradigm that avoids these pitfalls. The second task is somewhat 
more prosaic: the presentation of an outline of the most important politi- 
cal, diplomatic, social, and economic events that took place in Syria during 
and immediately following World War I, events that formed the context for 
the phenomena analyzed in the subsequent chapters. 


The past two decades have witnessed a veritable renaissance in the field of 
nationalist studies. As a result of the introduction of new methodological 
strategies (ranging from world-systems and neo-Marxist approaches to 
postmodern and postcolonial critiques) and the proliferation of interdis- 
ciplinary and comparative studies, not only have suppositions previously 
accepted as certainties been called into question, but essential categories, 
including “nation,” “nationalism,” and “national identity,” have been sub- 
jected to renewed scrutiny and/or subsumed in heretofore unconventional 
analytical frameworks. Four aspects of the current debate about national- 
ism and national identity are particularly relevant to the argument pre- 
sented in this book. 

First, for the past twenty years, scholars studying nationalism have ap- 
proached the object of their research with heightened skepticism. Numerous 
recent contributors to the field of nationalist studies have directed their ef- 
forts toward deconstructing official national histories and deflating the 
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teleological pretensions of state-supported nationalisms that represent 
themselves as the inevitable and singular historically inscribed expressions 
of national destiny. Others have made the hegemonizing process itself, as 
well as resistances to it, the object of their scrutiny. As a result, phrases 
such as “the invention of tradition,” and “peasants into Frenchmen” have 
by now become a familiar part of the academic discourse on nationalism. 
Because of these efforts, the ferreting out of less successful and frequently 
neglected alternative constructions of nation and national identity, such as 
those held by groups subordinated on account of social status, gender, class, 
ethnic or religious affiliation, and/or geographic placement, has become a 
virtual cottage industry as social scientists and historians have increasingly 
approached nationalism not as it has been presented in official histories but 
rather, in the words of Prasenjit Duara, as “the site where different repre- 
sentations of the nation contest and negotiate with each other.” > This book 
conforms to this deconstructive agenda. 

Second, most observers now agree that nationalisms are “Janus-faced.” 
Like the ancient Roman deity, nationalisms bear two faces, one looking 
backward to the past, the other looking ahead to the future. On the one 
hand, nationalist movements represent themselves as the heirs to an ancient 
and distinctive national history. In keeping with this principle, they recon- 
struct (“revive”) ancient national glories, traditions, symbols, and myths. 
On the other hand, such movements simultaneously embrace Enlighten- 
ment and post-Enlightenment rationalism and its progressive and univer- 
salist pretensions, thereby situating themselves within the global modernist 
project.?6 

It is necessary to add, however, that while nationalist movements com- 
bine both the past and the future, uniqueness and universalism, the man- 
ner in which they unite these seemingly contradictory elements varies 
from movement to movement. For some nationalist movements, such as 
secular Zionism, the modernist component nearly overwhelms the tradi- 
tionalist component, whose presence in nationalist discourse provides little 
more than an historical pretext for the modernizing effort. Even the resur- 
rection of the ancient language of Hebrew was largely undertaken for the 
purpose of differentiating secular Zionists from their more “backward” 
Yiddish-speaking brethren in the Jewish diaspora. In contrast, other na- 
tionalist movements—among which some contemporary Islamicist move- 


25. Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives 
of Modern China, 8. 
26. See Tom Nairn, “The Modern Janus.” 
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ments must be counted— emphasize their traditionalism, in the process 
obscuring the fact that the very principles that enable their movements are 
themselves anything but traditional. As will be seen below, in the after- 
math of World War I, rival nationalist factions in Syria effected the rec- 
onciliation of the “traditionalist” and “modern” faces of nationalism in 
disparate ways, in effect constructing distinct but coincident nationalist 
movements that competed for the loyalty of the Syrian population. 

Third, most contemporary scholars also argue that identity is circum- 
stantial. In other words, identity is not permanently fixed (“primordial”), 
nor does the assertion of a national identity necessarily preclude an indi- 
vidual from asserting other forms of identity. Nevertheless, periods of 
national crisis and/or mobilization may effect a temporary reification of 
the boundaries separating self-ascribed national subjects from an external 
“other” and induce those subjects to privilege the bonds of nation over other 
attachments.”’ As I shall argue in the following pages, one such period oc- 
curred in the Arab Middle East in the immediate aftermath of World War I. 

Finally, the shift from primordialist to constructivist theories of na- 
tional origins—from the belief that nations are natural and ancient entities 
to the belief that nations are created and a relatively new phenomenon 
in world history—has inspired a number of studies exploring the social 
and historical conditions necessary for the emergence and propagation of 
the nation form and nationalist ideologies. As Benedict Anderson, Ernest 
Gellner, Etienne Balibar, and others argue, nationalism appertains to a 
specific framework for the organization of social relations and social repro- 
duction, and by implication, for the diffusion and allocation of power.?® To 
understand the emergence of nationalisms in the Middle East or any other 
region, therefore, it is necessary to step outside the nationalist narrative 
and to focus on those factors that prompted the transition from a social sys- 
tem that was not conducive to nationalism to one that was apposite to the 
ideology. This is where I shall begin. 

The appearance of nationalisms in the Middle East can be traced to the 
same preconditions that foreshadowed the appearance of nationalisms in 


27. See, for example, Stuart Hall, “Ethnicity: Identity and Difference’; John L. 
Comaroff, “Of Totemism and Ethnicity”; Duara, Rescuing History from the Na- 
tion, 55, 65-66; Zdzislaw Mach, Symbols, Conflict, and Identity: Essays in Political 
Anthropology, 15-16. 

28. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism; Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism; Etienne 
Balibar, “The Nation Form: History and Ideology.” 
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other regions. During the nineteenth century, two interconnected processes 
induced far-reaching economic, political, and social changes within the Ot- 
toman Empire. First, the accelerating rate of integration of the empire into 
the periphery of the capitalist world system hastened, albeit unevenly, the 
ongoing integration of local marketplace economies into a broader mar- 
ket economy.”? The salience of commercial relations and associated institu- 
tions thus increased for many inhabitants of the empire who now produced 
crops destined for regional and international markets, competed with work- 
ers overseas, sold their labor, loaned or borrowed money at usurious rates, 
and participated as middlemen and factors in foreign trade. The expan- 
sion of commercial relations was facilitated by the second phenomenon, 
the attempts made by the Ottoman government throughout the century to 
strengthen and rationalize central control. While the regulations promul- 
gated in Istanbul often had desultory and even antithetic effects when ap- 
plied in the provinces (perhaps the most notorious example being the ap- 
plication of the Ottoman Land Code of 1858), over the course of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries they enabled government on all 
levels to expand substantially its role in society and its control over the cit- 
izenry. Furthermore, because government policies promoted the construc- 
tion of institutions that were congruent with those of Europe, they abetted 
the further penetration of European capital and, consequently, the diffu- 
sion of commercial relations throughout the empire.» 

The spread of the market economy and the expansion of state authority 
effected a variety of well-documented consequences. For example, the twin 
processes altered the size and nature of cities. Coastal cities and extramural 
urban areas expanded as a result of shifting economic patterns and migra- 
tion. As a result of the growth of international trade, Beirut expanded from 
a “rather insignificant” town of 6,000 in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century to a city of 120,000 at the beginning of the twentieth. Although 


29. Ihave borrowed this phrase from Winifred Barr Rothenberg, From Market- 
Places to a Market Economy: The Transformation of Rural Massachusetts, 1750—- 
1850. 
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definitive data are lacking, it appears that the population of Damascus in- 
creased 60-100 percent or more between the mid-nineteenth century and 
1917.31 Newcomers to cities frequently settled in neighborhoods (such as 
the Maydan in Damascus and al-Kallasa in Aleppo) in which ties of pa- 
tronage were tenuous at best. In addition, the construction and reconstruc- 
tion of cities (sometimes, as in the case of districts of Cairo and Istanbul, 
along European lines) and urban renewal efforts (such as those undertaken 
in Damascus before and during World War I>?) transformed the nature of 
urban space, facilitated the breakdown of quarter-based loyalties, and cre- 
ated public areas in which, for example, ceremonies could take place, thereby 
expediting, to borrow a phrase from historian George L. Mosse, the “na- 
tionalization of the masses.” 3 

In addition, urbanization and the expansion and intensification of com- 
mercial relations encouraged the proliferation of newpapers, literary sa- 
lons, private clubs, and coffeehouses, through which news was dissemi- 
nated and information exchanged. In conjunction with the efforts of the 
Ottoman state to reconstitute the foundations of its legitimacy through the 
promulgation of official secular and religiously-based Ottomanist ideolo- 
gies,** the literary salons and political clubs that turned political neophytes 
into political activists; the newpaper headlines that shouted on street cor- 
ners in Beirut, Damascus, and other cities; and the didactic theatrical pro- 
ductions written for and performed in coffeehouses all contributed to a 


31. See Y. Eyup Ozveren, “Beirut”; Schilcher, Families in Politics, 5-6; Owen, 
Middle East in the World Economy, 244. 
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heightened political atmosphere and the emergence of an ever-widening 
modern “public sphere” in Syria. It was within this emergent public sphere 
that a small but steadily increasing number of Syrians at the turn of the 
century began to contest a multiplicity of ideas and ideologies, including a 
variety of nationalist ideologies. 

The spread of commercial relations and the attempt to impose a uniform 
apparatus of power throughout the Ottoman Empire concurrently induced 
the redrawing of boundaries that had previously divided state from civil so- 
ciety. The state imposed new obligations, such as the much-detested policy 
of conscription, and with varying degrees of commitment and success took 
charge of functions that had previously been outside its domain, including 
education and certain types of public works. Government on all levels even 
supervised a variety of welfare policies, such as the provision of poor relief 
and agricultural assistance and the payment of pensions to widows and or- 
phans.*5 The expansion of the breadth and magnitude of the jurisdiction of 
government, and its assumption of responsibilities associated with modern 
states, contributed to the rending of parochial loyalties and, again in the 
words of Mosse, helped make “political action into a drama supposedly 
shared by the people themselves.” > 

Finally, the transformation of Ottoman society, particularly in the sec- 
ond half of the nineteenth century, affected both the role and the composi- 
tion of local economic and political elites. In coastal cities such as Beirut, for 
example, the size and economic power of the so-called Christian bour- 
geoisie swelled as European governments extorted favorable terms for 
trade and special privileges for their clients from the Ottoman government. 
In Damascus, Aleppo, and the smaller cities of Syria, the status and prerog- 
atives of those families that both derived their wealth from landed invest- 
ment and fostered good relations with the central Ottoman administra- 
tion in Istanbul—the absentee landowning-bureaucratic elite mentioned 
above—also expanded, eclipsing in status and prerogatives those families 
that lacked one asset or the other. Concurrently, the “middle strata,” com- 
posed of the skilled professionals, belletrists, civil servants (those whom 
Nietzsche aptly called the “state nomads without homes” 7), and trained 
military officers whose skills both were made possible by and were neces- 
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sary for the continued expansion of market relations and the administra- 
tive apparatus, emerged.*® 

According to most conventional narratives, what attracted one or more 
of the above categories of elites to Arabism, “Arab nationalism,” and the 
antecedent literary/cultural revival (the previously mentioned nahda) was 
the inherent appeal of “the principles of liberty, equality and fraternity”; 
elective ties of affinity rooted in the common religious affiliation, educa- 
tion, or experience that bonded Middle Eastern elites to their European 
counterparts; or an instinctive aversion to alien (i.e., Turkish, European) 
control. However, while it is unarguable that over time many from these 
social categories did align themselves with various nationalist currents, ex- 
planations based solely on deliberate choice or instinctive anti-imperialism 
are inadequate. What at these narratives fail to take into account is that na- 
tionalism is not fare to be selected or rejected freely from an ideological 
menu, and that while elective ties frequently strengthened the bonds con- 
necting Middle Eastern elites with their counterparts in the West and with 
derivative nationalist tenets, these ties were themselves adjunctive. 

Because the so-called Christian bourgeoisie, the landowning-bureau- 
cratic elite, and the middle strata all originated as the result of the expansion 
of peripheral capitalism and the attempt to introduce uniform institutions 
of governance throughout the Ottoman Empire, the specific categories and 
constellation of categories used by individuals within these groupings to 
organize their world and order their society naturally cohered with, and in 
some cases even duplicated, those enjoined by the dominant culture within 
the métropole. These categories sanctioned a multiplicity of fundamen- 
tally analogous ideologies— Ottomanism, Arabism, Phoenicianism, and so 
on—the survival and propagation of which depended on factors external to 
the ideologies themselves (the degree to which the ideology was institu- 
tionalized, the resources available to those who promoted the ideology, and 
the political environment in which competing ideologies were situated). As 
a result, the fundamental ideological divide within Middle Eastern society 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries did not separate 
Ottomanists from Arabists; rather, the fundamental ideological divide sep- 
arated Ottomanists, Arabists, and their ilk from the remainder of society, 
whose transformation and integration had been less thoroughly accom- 
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plished or whose experience of the transformation was less felicitous. For 
example, according to historian James Reilly, 


Engineers formed part of a new civil service elite who lived well and 
earned high salaries. ... The contrast between these engineers, versed 

in modern technology, and agricultural laborers in the Ghuta who la- 
bored with traditional tools for 3% piasters a day, underscores the uneven 
development which had begun to take root in Damascus and Syria by the 
First World War, eventually creating an historically unprecedented gap 
between town and country that would color the political and economic 
history of Syria in the twentieth century.2? 


As will be seen in Parts II and III of this book, many of the nationalist 
elites that were affiliated with the Arab government of Amir Faysal during 
the immediate post-Ottoman period themselves recognized the centrality 
of this cleavage. Not only did they, through discourse and ritual activity, di- 
vide the Syrian population between those fit to rule (a select group of no- 
tables and a self-identified grouping drawn from the middle strata, the so- 
called “men of culture” [mutanawwiriin, etc.]) and the vast majority of the 
population that was fit only to be ruled, but the descriptions of the Syrian 
future that they proffered reflected their Comteanism and technocratic 
pragmatism: 


[Looking into the future,] I saw . . . the people now turning their atten- 
tion to the founding of schools and colleges until no village remained 
without an excellent primary school. I saw prosperity spreading through- 
out the country and railroads connecting populous villages and farms. I 
saw farmers using the most modern agricultural techniques, extensive 
trade, and flourishing industry. Damascus appeared to me to be the most 
advanced of cities in terms of its construction. Its streets and lanes were 
paved with asphalt and the Barada River was like the Seine, traversing 
the city from east to west. On its banks was a corniche on which tower- 
ing buildings stood. I saw Aleppo: its water, brought by canals from the 
Euphrates, sustained its gardens and parks and anointed its waterless 
desert. . . . Factories were founded throughout the kingdom so that the 
country had no need for manufactured goods from the West, but instead 
exported its products to China, India, and Africa. Its people grew rich, its 
power increased, and it moved to the forefront of advanced nations.” 


These aspirations for the Syrian future cohered with a host of other at- 
titudes, including the advocacy of free market economics, the celebration of 
“self-made men” (‘isamiyyiun) and “republican motherhood,” and denun- 
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ciations of worker indolence and amusements that were pronounced daily 
in speeches and disseminated through print by those nationalist elites al- 
lied with the Arab government of Amir Faysal.* For the nationalist elites 
active after World War I, according to Albert Hourani, “[t]o be indepen- 
dent was to be accepted by European states on a level of equality, to have 
the Capitulations, the legal privileges of foreign citizens, abolished, to be 
admitted to the League of Nations. To be modern was to have a political and 
social life similar to those of the countries of Western Europe.” * Yet be- 
cause these nationalist elites infused their discourse with appeals to such 
recondite concepts as “progress” and “secularism,” and because of the nar- 
row range of interests their discourse represented, their ideology not only 
appeared to be “imported” and “imitative,” but lacked resonance for many 
Syrians more attuned to the discourse emanating from their adversaries 
within the nationalist tendency. 

The aforementioned elites were not, of course, the only strata to be af- 
fected by the transformation of Ottoman society. Over the course of the 
nineteenth century, particularly after the onset of the Great Depression of 
1873, non-elites within the empire who increasingly found themselves at 
the mercy of market and state vented their rage by undertaking acts of re- 
sistance that ranged from draft evasion and emigration to open rebellion. 
Strikes for higher wages were common among Damascene journeymen 
weavers, who were threatened not only by a decline in real wages but by 
the weakening of guilds and guild-sponsored welfare programs, prole- 
tarianization, and unemployment or employment in sweatshops. In the 
Hawran, the grain-producing region of Syria south of Damascus, the de- 
cade of the 1890s brought increased taxation and more efficient tax collec- 
tion, a severely depressed international market for wheat, and the restruc- 
turing of land tenure and the renegotiation of cultivation rights. As a 
result, peasants abandoned their harvests, withheld taxes, and even fought 
pitched battles with Ottoman troops deployed into the region to quell the 
disturbances—in one case inflicting more than six hundred casualties. 
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Strikes, tax revolts, and the wholesale abandonment of villages are ex- 
amples of what Charles Tilly calls “reactive collective actions.” Undertaken 
to defend a customary social order or moral economy, these acts of resis- 
tance lack both the political program and organizational structure that 
would enable participants to maintain large-scale, long-term mobiliza- 
tion.“ But the very factors that provoked reactive collective actions in 
Syria also presaged the appearance of conditions necessary for program- 
matic and complex mobilization. The expanding influence of the “mer- 
chants and statemakers” and the policies with which they were associated 
contributed to the breakdown of the parochialism and verticality that, ac- 
cording to most historians, had previously characterized the predominant 
pattern of political and social relations in the Middle East. Simultaneously, 
the weakening and/or dissolution of customary bonds of patronage and 
consanguinity brought about by, for example, increased physical mobility 
and the aforementioned status revolution, facilitated the emergence among 
Syrians of horizontal and associational ties whose boundaries were delim- 
ited only by the furthest extent of regional market relations and informal 
migratory circuits. Particularly during periods of crisis, such as during the 
second year after the establishment of an Arab government in Damascus, 
these recast ties came to rival, subsume, and even replace the narrower ver- 
tical ties that were incompatible with the transformed social and economic 
landscape.** 

Urban areas in which vertical ties of patronage were particularly weak 
or absent as a result of immigration and/or rapid growth often served as 
epicenters for sustained political mobilization. For example, because the 
Maydan quarter of Damascus increasingly assumed the role of entrepét for 
grain and immigrants from the Hawran during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the quarter contained a large population of new- 
comers and transients whose connections with the rural hinterland from 
which they had come frequently superseded those within their new urban 
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environment. As a result, during the months preceding the French inva- 
sion of inland Syria, Maydanis provided reliable, and often enthusiastic, 
support for organizations that pioneered unmediated and horizontal forms 
of political mobilization, and Maydani volunteers, trained and equipped in 
Damascus, joined guerrilla bands, such as the Druze-led units operating in 
the areas surrounding Rashaya and Hasbaya and a squadron of cavalry led 
by Mahmud Fa‘ur in the Golan, raised to harass the French army occupy- 
ing the Syrian littoral. The Maydan, designated a “faubourg révolution- 
naire” by French diplomats, continued its anti-French resistance after most 
other quarters of Damascus had been “pacified,” and residents of the quar- 
ter played a prominent role in the 1925 Syrian Great Revolt as well.* 
Thus, by the first decades of the twentieth century, a social and eco- 
nomic framework that would permit sustained and proactive political mo- 
bilization was in place throughout much of Syria. Accordingly, in the wake 
of the economic and political crises that engulfed the Faysali state in the au- 
tumn of 1919, a broad coalition of Syrians—antigovernment intellectuals 
and professionals (many of whom who resented a government that they 
claimed was controlled by outsiders, i.e., Hijazis, Iraqis, and Palestinians), 
lower-middle-class religious dignitaries and shopkeepers, local toughs, 
conservative notables, and textile and grain merchants from a wide range 
of socioeconomic backgrounds—could unite to form popular committees 
such as the Higher National Committee (al-lajna al-wataniyya al-‘ulya), 
local branches of the Higher National Committee (al-lijan al-wataniyya 
al-far‘iyya), and committees of national defense (lijan al-difa‘ al-watani), 
which successfully solicited the active participation of non-elites in politics. 
Through their mobilization of dense familial, market, and geographically 
derived networks, these organizations not only provided their constituents 
with a model for political community appropriate to the radically altered 
circumstances in which Syrians found themselves, they also sanctioned the 
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reappropriation by civil society of a variety of tasks, from the guarantee- 
ing of a “fair price” for grain to the mustering of volunteer militias to pro- 
vide internal security and national defense—tasks that had previously 
been entrusted to or commandeered by the state or state-connected no- 
tables. The July insurrection might be seen as a natural consequence of the 
mobilization and propaganda efforts of these committees. 

Perhaps most tellingly, the popular committees that appeared in Faysali 
Syria displayed the same attributes that, according to historian Eric Hobs- 
bawm, characterized the “mass parties-cum-movements” that had accom- 
panied the popularization of politics in Europe during the late nineteenth 
century.*” As with their European counterparts, a schematic rendering of 
the structure of the Syrian popular organizations would show a pyramid, 
with neighborhood committees at the base, municipal and regional com- 
mittees at midsection, and a national committee at the summit. This struc- 
ture not only expedited the mobilization of large numbers of constituents, 
the coordination of their activities, and their democratic participation (al- 
beit within controlled conditions), it redirected their focus away from local 
concerns to the national arena. Thus, like other popular movements, the 
Syrian popular mobilization “shattered the old localized or regional frame- 
work of politics, or pushed it to the margin, or integrated it” into a wider 
context. ; 

Furthermore, through a combination of replacement and co-optation, 
the popular committees (with the earlier assistance of the Faysali govern- 
ment, which, as will be seen in Part III, had both wittingly and unwittingly 
initiated this process for very different reasons) broke the monopoly of po- 
litical authority held by local elites and substituted in its stead an arrange- 
ment in which factions of the older elites and the educated “middle strata,” 
on the one hand, and organizers for the popular committees, on the other 
hand, shared, often uneasily, urban political power. Thus, as noted by 
Hobsbawm, the ensuing nationalization of politics partially transformed 
the role of the traditional local notability, which now had to reach a modus 
vivendi with upstart “bosses” attached to a national political machine. 

Finally, the popular organizations were ideological, offering their con- 
stituents a “total vision of the world.” This enabled the organizations to in- 
corporate members by taking advantage of multiple and complex bonds of 
loyalty, including the familial, market, and spatially derived networks that 
combined vertical and emergent horizontal linkages and that facilitated the 
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synthesis of a new model of political community. It also endowed the or- 
ganizations with a capacity for symbol generation and symbol acquisition 
far greater than that of simple pressure or special-interest groups. 

Thus, except perhaps for supplying a rich and seemingly bottomless 
mythopoetic wellspring from which both nationalist historians and subse- 
quent regimes in the Arab Middle East might draw, the most enduring 
legacy of the Faysali years in Syria was the formation of these popular 
committees, committees that not only displayed in microcosm the social 
and political transformation that Syrians had experienced during the pre- 
ceding three-quarters of a century, but acted to expedite the emergence of 
mass politics. 


Syria had been part of the Ottoman Empire for nearly four hundred years 
when the government in Istanbul made the ill-fated decision to enter 
World War I on the side of the central powers. The effects of this decision, 
and of the ensuing war-related economic and political turmoil, had endur- 
ing consequences for all inhabitants of Syria. 

From 1914 through 1918, economic crises buffeted the popular classes 
of Syria, simultaneously lowering their standard of living and widening 
the gap that separated rich and poor. Prices for all basic commodities rose 
during the war, while other goods, such as coffee, sugar, and rice, were vir- 
tually unobtainable.* At the same time, the scarcity of labor and transport, 
the impounding of farm animals by the Ottoman Fourth Army headquar- 
tered in Damascus, and a series of natural disasters—a ruinous drought 
during the harvest of 1914-1915, a locust plague in 1915, and a crop- 
destroying heat wave in 1916—reduced harvests in the interior. The en- 
tente naval blockade of the eastern Mediterranean, which had particularly 
devastating effects on coastal cities and which remained in place in one form 
or another through February 1919, further exacerbated food shortages, 
while currency depreciation, speculation, and forced government requisi- 
tioning drove commodity prices even higher.*? In July 1917, at a time when 
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Ottoman paper currency was worth approximately 25 percent of its face 
value, Hawrani farmers resisted selling wheat for anything but gold. By 
1918, when the value of Ottoman currency fell to approximately 14 per- 
cent of its face value, merchants commonly refused to accept Ottoman pa- 
per even when threatened with harsh penalties, thus restricting most 
transactions to barter.°° 

For many, life in the interior cities of Syria was nightmarish. The Otto- 
man government frequently denied widows, orphans, state functionaries, 
and pensioners all or part of their customary stipends. Even when dis- 
bursed, stipends were paid in depreciated Ottoman paper currency and 
were therefore hardly sufficient for subsistence.*! Lower nutritional levels 
(aggravated both by the common practice of adulterating flour and, after 
1916, by a system of rationing that reduced per capita consumption) and a 
breakdown of municipal services opened up the coastal and interior cities 
of Syria to epidemics of dysentery, typhus, smallpox, diphtheria, malaria, 
and cholera.*? The press reported a rise in the rates of suicide, crime, and 
vagrancy in Damascus. By midwar, gangs of deserters from the Ottoman 
army threatened the security of villages surrounding the city and all but 
smothered local trade. Rural insecurity, in turn, loosed a flood of refugees 
on the city, raising the size of the urban population (according to one prob- 
ably exaggerated account) to as many as half a million. Overcrowding, 
combined with speculation in real estate, also boosted the cost of housing 
both inside the walls of Damascus and in the immediate environs so high 
that by 1918, the average rate of profit on urban real estate had doubled 
from 4 percent to 8 percent. 
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While generally devastating for the popular classes, the war had a mixed 
effect on the upper classes. On the one hand, the Ottoman government ex- 
iled the families of “economic criminals” (speculators), political criminals, 
and deserters, and confiscated their property.** In December 1916, for ex- 
ample, according to a report in the (pro-Sharifian) Meccan newspaper al- 
Qibla, Ottoman authorities arrested 150 Damascene notables and sent 100 
families into exile in Anatolia. By November 1917, according to another re- 
port in the same newspaper, 450 families had been exiled and their prop- 
erty confiscated.*> On the other hand, some merchants did grow rich from 
speculation, smuggling, and the sale of supplies to the Ottoman Fourth 
Army. According to journalist Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, “Many of the 
merchants, functionaries, and middlemen in the administration became 
wealthy. . . . [Gold came into Damascus through disbursements to both the 
Ottoman and Arab armies] until the country became, in the last two years 
of the war, a nation of ease and opulence.” 

In addition to the direct social and economic effects that the war had on 
the lives of the inhabitants of Syria, two relevant political effects followed 
from the outbreak of hostilities. First, in anticipation of the defeat of the 
central powers and the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, Britain, 
France, and other entente powers entered into a series of secret agreements 
that outlined plans for the orderly partition of the Ottoman Empire. One 
such agreement, the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, stipulated the divi- 
sion of the Arab provinces of the empire into areas of direct and indirect 
British and French control.5” Although later modified to accommodate con- 
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tingencies unforeseen at the time of its negotiation, the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement provided the rationale for rival national claims and diplomatic 
maneuverings during the immediate postwar period. 

The second relevant political consequence of the war was the installation 
of a representative of the Hashemite family of Mecca in Damascus. In 1916, 
as part of the larger campaign against the Ottoman Empire, the British 
encouraged the rebellion of Sharif Husayn and his sons against their 
Ottoman overlords—the highly-touted “Arab Revolt.” In an exchange of 
letters, the British pledged their support for the military campaign and for 
the establishment of an independent Arab state or states after the termina- 
tion of hostilities.5* One of the sharif’s sons, Amir Faysal, was placed in 
charge of the Northern Arab Army, which participated in the British-led 
campaign that drove north from the Hijaz through Palestine to present-day 
Syria. According to prevailing assessments (in this case, that of an American 
observer who wrote his summary sketch shortly after the amir entered 
Damascus), Faysal was “pleasing of manner and appearance, liberal minded 
and kindly disposed to all parties. But he is not a strong man and is sur- 
rounded by clever, shrewd, and unscrupulous politicians, who can easily 
influence him.” °° Although after the capture of Damascus the chain of 
command linking the British, Faysal, and the appointed military governor 
of Syria was confused, British recognition, in conjunction with familial 
(sharifian) and military prestige and, initially, the judicious use of force, 
endowed the young amir with sufficient leverage to establish himself as the 
“supreme authority over all Arab matters in Syria, both administrative and 
military.” © 

This arrangement was not uncontested. By the time British, Australian, 
and Arab troops entered Damascus, the Turks had already abandoned the 
city.! To maintain order during the brief interregnum, several groups at- 
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tempted to organize a governing authority in the city. With the fall of 
Damascus imminent, Jamal Pasha (al-Saghir), the last Ottoman governor 
of Syria, commissioned Sa‘id al-Jaza’iri to form a civil guard from among 
his clients to maintain order. Although the Jaza’iris were relative newcom- 
ers to Damascus, the family had gained prominence in local affairs for its 
role in quelling the intercommunal riots that had racked the city in 1860. 
Sa‘id al-Jaza’iri enlisted the assistance of Shaykh Rida al-‘Attar, an officer 
in the Ottoman army and scion of a prominent family of Damascus qadis, 
and Amin al-Tarabulsi, the leader of the local constabulary. Their efforts 
were soon joined by those of other distinguished Damascus residents, in- 
cluding Faris al-Khuri, Tahir al-Jaza’iri, ‘Ata al-Ayyubi, Badi‘ al-Mu’ayyad, 
Shakir al-Hanbali, Sa‘ada Kahala, Amin al-Tamimi, and Shaykh ‘Abd al- 
Qadir al-Khatib, the former khatib (preacher) at the Umayyad Mosque 
whom the Jaza’iris appointed president of the Damascus municipality. 
Several of these men had previously met in the home of Mahmud al-Barudi, 
one of the wealthiest landowners in Damascus, where they established a 
“national committee” (lajna wataniyya) to secure the peaceable surrender 
of the city to the advancing Anglo-Arab army. After the national commit- 
tee had negotiated an agreement between Sa‘id al-Jaza’iri and a represen- 
tative of the Arab army, Shukri al-Ayyubi,® al-Jaza’iri appointed a gov- 
ernment from among the above-mentioned individuals with himself as 
“President of the Syrian Arab government,” his brother, ‘Abd al-Qadir al- 
Jaza’iri, as commander of the Arab cavalry, and Shukri al-Ayyubi as mili- 
tary governor. 

The true attitude of the Jaza’iris and their government to Faysal and the 
Arab Revolt will probably never be known; likewise, it is difficult to assess 
whether or not the two sides might eventually have been able to reach 
some form of accommodation had they been shielded from British inter- 
ference. Whatever the possibilities, this did not occur: T. E. Lawrence, 
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whose role as British liaison with the Arab army belied the extent of his 
influence on the young amir, regarded the Jaza’iris and their Damascene 
and “Moorish” supporters as a threat to his protégé, and thus treated the 
brothers and their government with undisguised contempt. “They are both 
insane, and as well pro-Turkish, and religious fanatics of the most un- 
pleasant sort,” he wrote. 


In consequence I sent for them, and before the beladiyeh and the sheukh 
el harrat, announced that as Feisal’s representative I declared Shukri el- 
Ayubi Arab Military Governer (Ali Riza, the intended governer, miss- 
ing) and the provisional civil administration of the Algerians dissolved. 
They took it rather hard and had to be sent home.® 


Although Faysal and his followers were soon able, with British assistance, 
to eliminate their rivals from positions of power (‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’iri 
was shot and killed under disputed circumstances soon after the arrival 
of the Anglo-Arab army in Damascus, while the British exiled Sa‘id al- 
Jaza’iri to Haifa), many prominent Damascenes remained resentful of their 
new rulers who, they felt, had been imposed on them by force of arms. 

After the Anglo-Arab army entered Damascus, units of the Arab army 
raced north to seize control of Homs, Hama, and Aleppo. Concurrently, the 
British army relinquished control of Amman in the south to a local rep- 
resentative of the amir. On 22 October 1918, General Sir Edmund H. 
Allenby, commander of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force that conducted 
the Syria campaign, divided the former Ottoman territories under his au- 
thority into two administrative districts. He placed the inland territory 
stretching from the Hijaz north through Damascus and Aleppo under 
the authority of the Occupied Enemy Territory Administration—East 
(OETA-East). To the west, Allenby created a coastal zone that included the 
prewar Ottoman province of Beirut and, initially, the inland towns of Has- 
baya, Rashaya, Mu‘allaga, and Ba‘albak, to be supervised by the Occupied 
Enemy Territory Administration—West (OETA-West). While this second 
zone came under French administration, the British sanctioned the estab- 
lishment of a temporary Arab government under Amir Faysal in the inland 
(eastern) zone. 
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Even before the Arab administration was fully functioning, Faysal, his 
closest associates from the Arab army, and a select group of nonmilitary 
appointees attempted to win popular favor and establish direct links with 
the inhabitants of their zone. Faysal’s government recommenced Ottoman 
welfare programs that had been suspended during the war and resumed the 
payment of pensions to war widows, orphans, and former Ottoman func- 
tionaries and their families.” The government also attempted to maintain 
the stability of prices and prevent food shortages in urban centers by buy- 
ing grain directly from farmers in the Hawran, establishing committees in 
each quarter to oversee distribution of foodstuffs, and periodically dis- 
pensing grain from captured granaries to the urban poor and distributing 
seed to impoverished farmers.®* 

To ensure that the population understood who was responsible for the 
largesse disbursed by the Arab government, high-ranking officials, often 
joined by a retinue of bureaucrats, journalists, and even poets who had been 
commissioned to compose and recite paeans to Amir Faysal or the govern- 
ment, visited the quarters of Damascus and other cities and traveled the 
countryside where they distributed gifts in ceremonies designed to solem- 
nize the occasion. For example, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi, the first military gov- 
ernor of the eastern zone, toured Syria in January 1919. According to an 
account written by the journalist who accompanied him, upon entering a 
village, al-Rikabi convoked the local cultivators to discuss conditions and 
problems, urging them to petition him directly if they suffered any griev- 
ance. In Homs, al-Rikabi announced a general amnesty for criminals, 
awarded honors, and distributed money for the transport and settlement of 
those Syrian soldiers returning from Anatolia who had fought in the Otto- 
man army. In Hama and Aleppo, he distributed seed to local villagers, of- 
fered a moratorium on farmers’ debt, contributed to local charities, and or- 
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dered the installation of public works.© Al-Rikabi continued his travels as 
late as spring 1920. During his last recorded tour, once again made in the 
presence of journalists, al-Rikabi visited various quarters of Damascus, in- 
specting bakers’ ovens. When he discovered the use of adulterated flour or 
short weights, he publicly ordered the arrest of those responsible. Other 
high government officials, including Amir Faysal himself, made similar 
tours.” 

The Arab government did not direct its beneficence and propaganda 
only at the peasantry and urban masses, however. British officials fre- 
quently complained that too much of the subsidy that they were paying to 
the Arab government was being used to buy the loyalty of wealthy and 
powerful Syrians as well. The government paid off leaders of tribes, politi- 
cians, members of political and cultural associations, religious leaders, and 
journalists. The records of the financial adviser to the Arab government, 
Sa‘id Shuqayr, are replete with notations of political payoffs: 16,000 Egyp- 
tian pounds (P.E.) distributed to notables at Junia; 100 PE. to the grand 
rabbi of Damascus; 25,000 P.E. for propaganda work in Beirut; 1,500 P.E. to 
the Orthodox church in Damascus.”! For the month of June 1919 alone, 
Shugayr recorded as “Donations” or “Irregular or Extraordinary Expendi- 
tures” payments to Nasib al-Atrash, ‘Adil Arslan, and other Druze leaders; 
shaykhs of the al-Diab, Dahamisha and Majalib tribes; ‘Awda Abi Tayah 
and Ibn ‘Awda Abi Tayah of the Huwaytat tribe; Nuri al-Sha‘lan of the 
Ruwalla tribe; the Greek Catholic Club, Moslem-Christian Committee, Al- 
liance Committee (Alliance israélite?), and Literary Society; ‘Abd al-Qadir 
al-Khatib; Yusuf al-‘Azma, whom Faysal later appointed head of the Arab 
government's war council; Arab Club activists Fa’iz al-Khuri and Murad 
(Muhammad?) Rushdi; Gabriel Haddad, head of the gendarmerie (records 
indicate this payment was “for furniture” ); various bedouin delegations vis- 
iting Damascus (for food and lodging); and newspaper proprietors, among 
others. Similar payments made the following month reached 22,378 P.E.— 
approximately one-tenth of projected government revenue.’? 
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In spite of its efforts, however, the Arab government was able to main- 
tain only a thin veneer of authority outside Damascus. The government 
apparatus that had been established to oversee the eastern zone was clumsy 
and inefficient: it actually consisted of a tangle of vaguely drawn and, at 
times, contradictory lines of authority connecting Allenby, Faysal, al- 
Rikabi, and the bureaucracy. Furthermore, the local governments that su- 
pervised the administration of most cities continued to be controlled by in- 
digenous notables whose concerns and interests frequently clashed with 
those of the Arab government and its representatives sent from Damascus. 
This local urban leadership was jealous of the attention the Arab govern- 
ment showered on the capital city, fearful of the centralization policies 
planned by those whom it perceived to be upstarts and foreigners, and re- 
sentful of a government that not only arrogated to itself both domestic and 
foreign sources of revenue but seemed to match inefficiency with arro- 
gance.”3 Relations between notables of Aleppo and the government in 
Damascus, aggravated by differences over issues of foreign policy and 
trade, were particularly tense. When the amir made his first trip north in 
1918, he openly recalled the lack of assistance offered to the Arab Revolt by 
the inhabitants of the city, then dismissed the local administrative council 
(majlis al-shura) and appointed a governing committee composed of his 
supporters. Relations remained so strained that in the spring of 1920 a del- 
egation of prominent Aleppans arrived in Damascus during the celebration 
of Faysal’s coronation as king of Syria, reportedly demanding autonomy for 
their city and the surrounding countryside.” 

Nevertheless, it might have been possible for the Arab government to 
circumvent or procure the endorsement of recalcitrant local leaders and to 
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manufacture popular consent over the long term had it acquired interna- 
tional support, maintained reliable access to economic resources, and pre- 
sided over an economic recovery. It was, however, unable to do any of these 
things. From its inception, monetary and fiscal problems plagued the east- 
ern zone. When entente forces entered Syria, a variety of coins and paper 
money was in circulation. To put an end to the monetary chaos, General 
Allenby mandated the use of the sterling-backed Egyptian pound as legal 
tender. It was a logical choice: the Egyptian-based British army occupying 
Syria was paid in the currency, and the alternative— maintaining Ottoman 
currency as legal tender—would have meant sanctioning the use of a cur- 
rency issued by a government that no longer existed and backed by the 
worthless German mark. But Allenby’s order created a host of unforeseen 
problems. Because the British authorities had initially restricted the circu- 
lation of Egyptian specie as a guard against inflation, it was scarce in areas 
outside Damascus and urban Palestine. Furthermore, Syrians were hardly 
enthusiastic about the new currency: many encountered difficulties con- 
verting from one system of valuation to another, and merchants trad- 
ing with Anatolia and the coast feared being cut off from markets outside 
Syria.” To make matters worse, the local value of the Egyptian pound de- 
preciated steadily for a year after the war before plummeting in the au- 
tumn of 1919. 

Syrians thus continued to circulate Ottoman and foreign coins, apprais- 
ing their worth on the basis of their metallic content. This proved to be im- 
practical as well: relative currency values fluctuated wildly, often in re- 
sponse to decisions taken in London, Paris, Istanbul, and even Baghdad. 
When, for example, the British administration in Iraq declared the circula- 
tion of Turkish silver and nickel coinage illegal, Damascus was flooded with 
the coins, causing an abrupt depreciation that, according to one British ob- 
server, inflicted “great hardship to the population.” 

Entente actions, bureaucratic shortcomings, and fiscal policies enacted 
by the Arab government also diminished government income. Not only 
had the Ottoman government already collected the taxes for the upcoming 
year by the time the Anglo-Arab army reached Damascus, but the new ad- 
ministration lacked sufficient authority in most areas of Syria to gather 
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revenue. In addition, revenue agents of unquestioned competence and loy- 
alty were uncommon. “I much regret that the accounts for June cannot 
possibly be forwarded to you by the middle of this month,” Sa‘id Shuqayr 
wrote to his British overseers in the summer of 1919, 


owing to the fact that accountants in Districts are very incapable and 
their accounts are deplorably behind hand. On my arrival here in May 
last, I found that neither the accounts for the past year (October to 
December) nor those for the first quarter of this year had been finally 
closed. . . . I may mention that some of the accountants have recently 
been discharged either for incapacity or corruption. They are being re- 
placed by others, and it is hoped that in future the accounts will be kept 
in a better manner.” 


Even al-Kawkab, a newspaper normally supportive of the Arab govern- 
ment, acknowledged that functionaries did “not have a command of writing 
in Arabic and are not even able to express their thoughts without error.” 78 
Furthermore, the government's revenue needs ran afoul of its strategy 
for securing popular support. Because the Arab government had initially 
sought to win over the Syrian population through tax relief, it abolished 
two of the most hated Ottoman taxes: wirki al-harb, which, among other 
things, had increased taxes on salaries by 3 percent and taxes on real prop- 
erty by 25 percent, and the special taxes that had originally been imposed 
in 1911-1912 to supplement revenues. Finally, certain revenues, such as 
tithes for the sanjaks of Damascus, Aleppo, and Hama and the aghnam (tax 
on sheep) for Aleppo were unavailable to the Arab government since they 
had already been pledged to the Ottoman Public Debt Administration to 
repay debts incurred by the previous government.” 

To make up for revenue shortfalls, the British extended the Arab gov- 
ernment a monthly subsidy of 150,000 P.E. Because the subsidy provided 
Whitehall with the means to ensure both the financial solvency and un- 
remitting loyalty of its wartime ally, British guarantees of a fixed sum 
payable in regular installments were perhaps an appropriate political solu- 
tion to the Arab government's fiscal problems. However, these payments 
also created a debilitating economic problem: money injected directly into 
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the economy by the subsidy, augmented by sums spent by the British army 
of occupation, chased a limited amount of goods and consequently inflated 
prices. The prolongation of the entente embargo, restrictions on both in- 
terzonal trade and trade with Turkey, speculation, hoarding, and the inse- 
curity of transportation, drove prices up even further. In all, the infla- 
tion not only weakened the financial capabilities of the Arab government, 
but by presenting it with yet another seemingly insoluble problem that 
touched the day-to-day lives of those it governed, sapped its moral author- 
ity as well. 

Faysal himself could spend little time in Syria dealing with either polit- 
ical or economic problems. On 11 November 1918, less than six weeks af- 
ter the amir’s arrival in Damascus, Sharif Husayn appointed his son as his 
emissary to the peace conference in Paris where the entente powers were 
deciding the fate of the former Ottoman territories. Faysal stayed in Europe 
five months. He returned to Damascus at the beginning of May 1919 to 
take charge of preparations for the arrival of the Inter-Allied Commission 
on Syria (hereafter, the King-Crane Commission), which had been ap- 
pointed, at the insistence of President Woodrow Wilson, to “elucidate the 
state of opinion [in Syria] and the soil to be worked on by any manda- 
tory” ®! and to make recommendations to the conference with regard to the 
future of Syria. In the aftermath of the ill-fated commission’s visit, Faysal 
once again traveled to Europe, this time remaining four months. During 
Faysal’s absences, Sharif Husayn delegated Faysal’s twenty-one-year-old 
brother, Amir Zayd, to represent the family in Damascus. Zayd—de- 
scribed by British observers in terms like “soft in his ways and vague in his 
ideas,” “malleable [and] much influenced by his surroundings,” “very con- 
scious of his own ignorance and overburdened by the anxieties of his pres- 
ent position,” and “good material for the psychologist”—was such an un- 
inspiring (and, according to several reports, debauched) ruler that the 
French liaison officer in Damascus advised the French government to stall 
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negotiations with Faysal in Paris so that Syrians, increasingly exposed to 
Zayd, would come to loathe the entire Hashemite family. 

The announcement of the impending visit of the King-Crane Com- 
mission to the Middle East had repercussions for Syrian politics that nei- 
ther the entente representatives meeting in Paris nor the Arab government 
in Damascus could have anticipated. Although nominally committed to 
“the establishment of national governments [in the Middle East] . . . deriv- 
ing their authority from the initiative and free choice of the indigenous in- 
habitants,” ® British and French representatives to the peace conference 
viewed the commission as little more than a nuisance and refused to ap- 
point delegates to it or be bound by its findings. Even American support for 
the commission proved lackluster. But whatever doubts Amir Faysal and 
his supporters may have privately held about the sincerity of the entente 
powers, they publicly grasped at this straw. In early June 1919, the amir 
convoked delegates to the Syrian General Congress and charged them with 
formulating a consensual list of demands to be presented to the American 
commission.®> Soon afterward, the Arab government distributed khutab 
(sermons) to be read at Friday prayers and, in conjunction with political and 
cultural associations and government-sanctioned guilds, sponsored peti- 
tion campaigns and mobilized demonstrations in support of the “Damascus 
Program” promulgated by the congress. It directed local political activists 
and quarter-based government functionaries (makhatir, singular mukhtar) 
throughout Syria to compel homeowners and shopkeepers to placard their 
residences and storefronts with slogans demanding Syrian unity and ab- 
solute independence from the entente negotiators convened in Paris.® In 
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sum, while the entente powers had charged the commission with a simple 
fact-finding mission, its presence in Syria catalyzed a mobilization of the 
Syrian population that was unprecedented in scope. 

The appointment of the King-Crane Commission had another unin- 
tended effect. The nationalist elites who prepared for the commission’s 
arrival designed their demonstrations and propaganda campaigns for the 
purpose of presenting to an outside audience an image of a sophisticated 
nation eager and prepared for independence. But in the process of convert- 
ing Syria into a large Potemkin village, they failed to integrate the major- 
ity of the population into their nationalist project. They never negotiated 
with the population about ideology or program, they never synthesized a 
political discourse that was compelling to non-elites, and they never estab- 
lished bonds with the population comparable to those established between 
nationalist elites and their future compatriots in other areas of the world. 
In short, the announcement of the formation of the King-Crane Commis- 
sion and its subsequent visit to Syria initiated an unintended chain of events 
that culminated in the emergence of a popular nationalist movement dis- 
sociated from the direction of the Arab government and the nationalist 
elites. In this context, it is particularly ironic that the commission’s report, 
finally published in 1922, never reached the peace conference.*” 

In September 1919, less than two months after the King-Crane Com- 
mission had left the Middle East, Amir Faysal received a second invitation 
to Paris. Concerned about tensions with France and excessive military ex- 
penditures, the British government had decided to withdraw its troops 
from Syria. According to the plan negotiated with its European ally, the 
British relinquished temporary control of the western zone (including the 
contested Biqa‘ Valley that lay between the eastern and western zones) to 
French military occupation and, pending the negotiation of a permanent 
arrangement between France and the Arab government, temporary control 
of the eastern zone to Faysal and his administration. The Anglo-French 
agreement (the so-called “September 15 Accord”) precipitated what has 
been called the “Evacuation Crisis” by historians, the turning point in the 
history of Syria under the Arab government. The plan to substitute French 
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troops for British in the Biqa‘ Valley in particular was a political disaster for 
Faysal, for it was widely perceived that, “popular will” to the contrary, the 
French would eventually extend their control over all Syria. The strategy 
of the Arab government to win independence for an undivided Syria by 
demonstrating to the entente powers that Syrians both desired and were 
prepared for independence was thus shown to be bankrupt. The political 
crisis in Damascus reached fever pitch in January 1920, after Faysal ini- 
tialed a comprehensive agreement with President Clemenceau of France. 
The agreement not only limited the sovereignty of the Arab state, it con- 
firmed separate administrations in the territories of the western and east- 
ern zones. To many Syrians, the Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement put an 
official imprimatur on the division of Syria.™ 

The economic implications of the September 15 Accord were as pro- 
found as the political implications. Decisions made by Britain and France 
pushed the Arab government to the brink of insolvency and reduced its ca- 
pacity to provide basic services. The inability of the government to ensure 
security of life and property, formulate fiscal policy, patrol its borders, or 
meet its payroll precipitated a sharp curtailment of economic activity. To 
make matters worse, the Arab government attempted to compensate for its 
financial shortfall by imposing a variety of exactments on the inhabitants 
of the zone, further increasing their immiserization and disaffection from 
the government. In short, with the onset of the “Evacuation Crisis,” the al- 
ready ailing economy of Faysali Syria went into a slide from which it never 
recovered. 

According to the September 15 Accord, both France and Britain agreed 
to share responsibility for the payment of the monthly subsidy to the Arab 
government. Because the government was not eager either to be or to be 
perceived to be on the French payroll, however, it at first refused to acqui- 
esce to the new arrangement.® The fact that both the British and the 
French used the subsidy to guarantee good behavior by the government in 
Damascus further compounded the government's economic distress. The 
British withheld their subsidy for September 1919 until the Arab govern- 
ment halted the drive to recruit twelve thousand volunteers for the Arab 
army, and for October and November 1919, pending successful completion 
of the evacuation of British troops. Later payments were delayed pending a 
British investigation into the “Dayr al-Zur incident” (an attack by Arab ir- 
regulars on the border town currently in eastern Syria in which the British 
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suspected Arab government collusion™) and other incidents perceived as 
emanating from the Faysali government and aimed at weakening the 
British position in the Middle East. As a result, the Arab government re- 
ceived the British share of the subsidy for the month of January 1920 in 
June of that year.*! 

To deal with the shortfall of revenue, the Arab government attempted 
to increase taxes and fees. It raised taxes on earnings, the use of roads, and 
stamps by 100 percent and taxes on real estate, sheep, and proceedings of 
the courts of justice by 50 percent. At the same time, it proposed levying 
special taxes on all towns and villages in which there were government pos- 
sessions; imposing new taxes on matches, cigarettes, and playing cards; and 
increasing the tamattu‘ (professional tax) and the badal (fee paid in lieu of 
military service). To add to the burden, the government’: plan to collect 
taxes at official currency rates greatly undervalued the actual market value 
of the Egyptian pound, thereby adding, in effect, a 28 percent surtax to the 
above rates. In some cases, the government added to the misery of taxpay- 
ers by demanding the payment of taxes in gold.* 

In spring 1920, with the treasury still empty, the government floated a 
loan that further increased the financial obligations of many Syrians. 
Although participation in the loan was in theory voluntary, the Arab gov- 
ernment required government functionaries to invest one month’ salary. 
Others were similarly persuaded: while gendarmes and local makhatir vis- 
ited merchants, notables, and even foreign residents to “encourage” their 
participation in the loan, agents of the clandestine order “The Watchful 
Eye” extorted money from the wealthy. Although little is known for sure 
about this latter group, it probably included associates of the popular leader 
Kamil al-Qassab, whom the government had shrewdly selected to head the 
committee that marketed the loan in spite of his reputation for what might 
charitably be called “financial indiscretions.” 
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The deepening impoverishment of the Arab government during its sec- 
ond year casts doubt on the reliability of lists cataloguing governmental ac- 
complishments that often appear in histories of the period. While the 
pages of the official newspaper, al- ‘Asima, were replete with plans formu- 
lated by the Arab government for administrative reform and for the estab- 
lishment, expansion, and/or support of social, cultural, and educational in- 
stitutions, for example, it should not be surprising that little evidence 
exists to confirm that the government realized most of them or even that it 
had ever appropriated sufficient funds to initiate them. Thus, although it is 
not the purpose of this introduction either to celebrate or to denigrate the 
achievements of the Arab government, overwhelming evidence points to 
the fact that, perhaps inevitably (considering the economic and political 
context), failure attended the efforts of the Arab government more fre- 
quently than success. 

The sometimes ineffective, sometimes reckless attempts by the Arab 
government to stave off insolvency merely exacerbated the overall eco- 
nomic problems of the eastern zone. As the economy went into a virtual 
free fall, the crisis touched Syrians of every class. Among the hardest hit 
were merchants of all types, from wealthy factors to small-scale retailers. 
By the early spring of 1920, trade between Damascus, Aleppo, and their 
hinterlands had come to a virtual standstill. Contemporary observers at- 
tributed the collapse of commerce to a number of factors: currency fluctu- 
ations, an 11 percent customs duty imposed on all goods entering Mesopo- 
tamia and Turkey from Syria, and raids by bedouin, whose spoliations had 
previously been held in check by bribes that the government could no 
longer afford. “The rock that the Arab Government has split on is the 
Beduin [sic],” Gertrude Bell later wrote, reflecting on reasons for the fall of 
the Arab government. 


No attempt was ever made to control them, they harmed the outlying 
cultivation and Nuri [al-Sha‘lan] took toll of all merchandize going out 
and coming in and even levied tolls on the donkey loads in the streets. . . . 
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The depredations and arrogance of the Beduin are the chief grievances. 
It was said in Damascus that Nuri not Faisal was Amir. 


In addition, security on railroads in and around Damascus was so bad that, 
in an official complaint addressed to Amir Faysal, the commander of the 
French forces in the Levant, General Henri Gouraud, listed more than 
twenty incidents of robbery, hijacking, brigandage, and extortion that took 
place on or near the lines between 9 December 1919 and 9 January 1920. 

In an attempt to ameliorate the effects of the commercial breakdown, 
the Arab government established a ministry of supply, which assumed re- 
sponsibility for provisioning cities, fixing prices, and “breaking the back” 
of speculators and hoarders. The government also promulgated laws for- 
bidding the export of gold and grain outside the eastern zone. None of 
these measures proved to be enforceable, and merchants reportedly en- 
gaged in a host of illegal activities, from smuggling to the establishment of 
underground cartels, to evade them. Frequently, they were assisted in these 
activities by the popular committees, which used their leverage with mer- 
chants to minister to their constituencies and subsidize their movement. 
Thus, not only did the new regulations fail to achieve their objectives, they 
further alienated merchants from the Faysali government.” 

In addition to its punitive regulations, the Arab government estranged 
merchants by its apparent inability to mount an effective response to 
French fiscal policies in the western zone. In January 1920, rumors began 
to spread among merchants in both zones that the French were planning to 
impose a new currency, the Syrian pound, in their zone. The possibility 
that a new currency would be circulated on the coast presented merchants 
in the eastern zone with a dilemma. If the Arab government refused to au- 
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thorize the use of the Syrian pound in inland Syria, trade with the coast 
would collapse. If, on the other hand, the Arab government surrendered to 
French demands and allowed the Syrian pound to circulate as legal tender 
in both zones, Syrian merchants could expect a curtailment of their trade 
with Iraq, Egypt, and Palestine and a flood of French imports in inland 
Syria. Compounding the currency problem was the fact that the proposed 
Syrian pound would be linked to the notoriously unstable French franc, the 
value of which had consistently depreciated since the armistice. The thought 
that the Arab government would even consider the use of the currency 
horrified merchants who were already alarmed by the amir’s reluctance to 
discuss either his previous dealings with Clemenceau or his plans for the 
future.” In contrast with the indecision of the government, the popular 
committees responded to the anxieties of those engaged in trade outside 
the eastern zone by organizing demonstrations and petition campaigns 
against the new currency. 

Merchants were not the only group threatened by government policies 
and economic downturn. The economic collapse precipitated by the Evacu- 
ation Crisis also victimized civilian and military employees of the govern- 
ment. Not only were government employees forced to subsist on fixed 
salaries during a period of high inflation, salaries were frequently late or 
withheld. By June 1920, salaries for functionaries and gendarmes were two 
months in arrears, while salaries for military officers were regularly fifteen 
to twenty days late.°® According to a British report on the state of the Arab 
army, issued in December 1919, 


The proportion of officers to men is one to three—in fact, they are all 
officers in some places. These worthies are derelict Turks mostly of the 
type that came up to apply for the levies and are refused—they wear gor- 
geous uniforms and decorations and draw handsome salaries on paper— 
the army has not actually touched any cash for the last two months, how- 
ever, and they informed me that the Amir now says they will get their 
pay by taxation—the villagers don’t seem very keen about this, though 
they probably lack the true national spirit—There are some six hun- 
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dred of these beauties in Damascus, about eighty of whom are said to 
be Baghdadis.!© 


When the Arab government did manage to pay salaries to its employees, 
wages were low and often garnished for no apparent reason. By early 1920, 
soldiers whose pay had been reduced 75 percent before inflation were ob- 
served in the suqs of Damascus selling their equipment and uniforms in 
order to buy food. Other soldiers reacted to their impoverishment by de- 
sertion, and in some cases, mutiny.'°! Morale among government func- 
tionaries plummeted to such an extent that the government posted notices 
in al- ‘Asima reminding its employees of their hours of work and warning 
them against joining antigovernment organizations.1° 

The penury of government on all levels made life difficult and even des- 
perate for much of the remainder of the urban population. For example, al- 
though the city of Damascus had an accumulated debt of 200,000 P.E., the 
municipal budget during the first year of Arab rule was a paltry 35,000 
P.E.1 As a result, the municipal government of Damascus, like the mu- 
nicipal governments of other financially strapped cities in Syria, neglected 
to provide basic services such as fresh drinking water, public lighting, 
and sanitation. “Incessant rains have turned the streets into rivers,” one 
Damascus newspaper, usually supportive of the Arab government, com- 
plained in January 1920. “The lack of income has prevented the municipal 
government from spending on necessary repair projects.” 1 Another ob- 
server wrote at the end of 1919: 
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The most salient feature [of Damascus] was that the town was many 
degrees dirtier than it had ever been in Turkish times. The bazaars were 
littered with vegetable and other refuse and secluded corners were no 
better than receptacles for filth of all descriptions.’ 


The increase in crimes against persons and property further indicates 
the deterioration of the quality of urban life. Reportedly, gun battles be- 
tween armed gangs and police were a frequent occurrence on the streets of 
Damascus. Foreign observers noted that most residents of the capital re- 
fused to leave their homes after sundown; those who did venture out at 
night did so heavily armed.!”” The increase in violent acts committed on the 
streets of Damascus caused such alarm that in the autumn of 1919 Muslim 
notables of the city met with their non-Muslim counterparts to formulate 
a petition demanding the construction of police posts in strategic locations 
and the reinforcement of police patrols by armed civilians. Ironically, a 
French dispatch reporting an improvement in security was belied by a 
story in a progovernment newspaper published two months later reporting 
that the Damascus municipality was seriously considering permanently 
stationing a doctor at police headquarters to care for the unprecedented 
number of gunshot victims. Foreign observers reported similar crime 
waves in Latakia, Duma, and Dayr al-Zur, while the American consul sta- 
tioned in Aleppo complained in February 1920 that “families absent from 
their homes but a few hours return to find them pillaged even in the day- 
time.” 10 

Further reducing the quality of urban life was the overcrowding that 
had begun during World War I and that nurtured higher levels of crime, 
unemployment, and intercommunal tension. This overcrowding not only 
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continued throughout the Faysali period but was exacerbated by an influx 
of refugees from Anatolia, the Biqa‘ Valley, and the eastern frontier. Ref- 
ugees entered Damascus, Aleppo, and other cities in the eastern zone in 
two waves. The first occurred during and immediately after the war. While 
this wave included approximately twenty-one thousand soldiers demo- 
bilized from the Ottoman army ”° and Arab war refugees, by far the larg- 
est component consisted of Armenians uprooted by the 1915 massacres. 
Aleppo and Damascus sheltered the largest number of Armenian refugees, 
approximately seventy thousand and thirty to thirty-five thousand respec- 
tively.111 Most entered Syria with few or no possessions (one report filed at 
the close of the war estimated that 78 percent of Armenian refugees enter- 
ing Syria were impoverished). In Homs, for example, the British counted 
two thousand destitute Armenian refugees. Because of their straitened cir- 
cumstances, many depended on charity provided by the British army and 
the Arab government. At a time when the Arab government was facing in- 
solvency, it was spending almost 45,000 P.E. on Armenian relief.1 

The second wave of refugees began arriving in Syrian cities soon after 
the onset of the Evacuation Crisis. Most decamped from the Syrian coun- 
tryside as the collapse of rural security made village life precarious. From 
Amman to Aleppo, from Tartus to Dayr al-Zur and Tadmur, an assort- 
ment of Circassians and ‘Anaza, Banu Sakhr, Shammar, Haddaydin, and al- 
Mawali tribesmen took advantage of weakened governmental authority to 
settle old scores and to enrich themselves by pillaging now defenseless 
hamlets—in the process sending thousands into flight."*? Other refugees 
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fled from the depredations of deserters from the Arab army and brigands. 
Inhabitants of the disputed Biqa‘ Valley were particularly affected by the 
militarization of the countryside. Not only did competition between the 
French and Arab governments create opportunities for intervillage and in- 
tercommunal animosities to resurface in a deadly fashion, but villagers of- 
ten found themselves trapped between the French army and nationalist 
guerrillas in an ongoing border war. From 6 December 1919 to 6 January 
1920, armed gangs crossed the frontier separating the eastern and western 
zones and pillaged thirty villages in the region of Marj‘ayun in contempo- 
rary Lebanon. In response to this and similar raids, the French bombarded 
the valley from the sea and the air. According to an official complaint 
lodged by Amir Faysal with the British government, one such reprisal raid 
against the Jabal ‘Amil in the eastern zone in early 1920 left twenty thou- 
sand homeless, many of whom eventually sought refuge inland.1"4 

As they had done in earlier times, the popular classes responded to what 
appeared to them to be unwarranted economic hardship and governmental 
abuse or callousness with acts of individual and collective resistance. Even 
though this period might be distinguished from earlier ones by an un- 
precedented level of organized political mobilization, the populace contin- 
ued to resort to styles of protest that were spontaneous and ephemeral. 
Damascus, for example, experienced a strike wave during which railroad 
workers, printers, tram workers, glass and textile workers, employees of 
the electric company, and even independent artisans abandoned their places 
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of work, demanding higher wages.'!5 During the spring of 1920, bread ri- 
ots erupted throughout the zone. In Hama, rioters chanting, “You offer 
grain to France while we starve,” demanded that the government take ac- 
tion to lower the price of flour, break up monopolies, and prohibit the ex- 
port of grain to the western zone. In Aleppo, protesters demanded that the 
government create a grain reserve modeled on the one created by the Beirut 
municipality.""6 Aleppo was also the scene of the bloodiest confrontation 
preceding the July insurrection. In February 1919, native-born rioters at- 
tacked the Armenian refugee community, leaving forty-eight dead and up 
to two hundred injured. Although subsequent accounts dispute the imme- 
diate spark that ignited the massacre, the conflagration was perhaps in- 
evitable in spite of Aleppo’s reputation for cosmopolitanism: the influx of 
refugees contributed to high rates of unemployment and overcrowding, 
and Aleppans reportedly resented the special treatment accorded the refu- 
gees by the entente powers, the Arab government, and private charities and 
feared the competition the refugees generated (one refugee camp alone 
housed four thousand looms).1” 

Without a doubt, however, the single most hated and provocative pro- 
gram initiated by the Faysali government—the program that sparked the 
most resistance—was conscription. Ironically, the conscription law, first 
enacted in December 1919 and further expanded and strengthened in May 
and June 1920,1!8 was promulgated as a result of widespread alarm over 
French intentions and the increasingly popular demand for armed resis- 
tance. But Syrians quickly discerned the difference between voluntary par- 
ticipation in local militias and coerced service in an ill-equipped and ill-paid 
national army. In addition, because the leaders of the popular committees 
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rightly perceived that the Arab government intended to use the conscrip- 
tion law to co-opt the popular nationalist movement and to build an army 
that could crush its opposition, they obstructed its implementation.!!? The 
draft thus met with both individual and collective resistance throughout 
the eastern zone. Young men forged birth documents so they could prove 
that they were not draft-eligible; others fled town and even the country. 
Draft evasion occurred so frequently that the Arab government prohibited 
the emigration of young men of draft age from the eastern zone. Draftees, 
forced to join military units, deserted in droves; desertion was so rampant 
that Faysal himself later remarked that desertions from the army often 
outstripped enlistments. Anticonscription riots broke out in Dar‘a, Hasbaya, 
and, of course, Damascus, where anonymous posters compared the gov- 
ernment’s policies to those of the Committee of Union and Progress. To 
quell the riots, the Arab government dispatched four hundred soldiers into 
the ever-troublesome Maydan.?”° 

Clearly, over the course of 1920, the seemingly never-ending string of 
crises besetting Syria had all but collapsed the moral and political author- 
ity of Amir Faysal and the Arab government. As the arena for political ac- 
tivity increasingly shifted from the amir’s palace to the streets, organizers 
for the popular committees moved in to fill the void left by the enfeebled 
government. As journalist As‘ad Daghir later wrote in his memoirs, 


In truth, the politics which followed in Syria was strange, inasmuch as 
the intellectuals, the leaders of public opinion, and the men of the gov- 
ernment themselves stirred up, by all means possible, the excitement of 
the people and pushed it to the extreme. Then, all of a sudden, they re- 
treated before the slightest obstacle which blocked their way. They aban- 
doned the people who were perplexed, not knowing how to explain their 
position. On the one hand, they pressed for preparations to resist the 
French, and urged the population to resist [the enemy] by blocking their 
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communications and setting up obstacles in their path. On the other hand, 
some of them adopted a policy of flattery and flexibility, and promised 
the French government that they would direct the country on a path 
which they had incited the country to oppose. 

This created a situation of enormous turmoil and squandered the trust 
which the people placed in their leaders. It made them openly accuse some 
of them of treachery so that gradually [their trust in them] was dissolved. 
The leaders to whom the people had entrusted the reins of government 
were not able to lead after the confidence [of the people] was torn away 
from them and they were scoffed at.!2! 


Faysal recalled the Syrian Congress in early March. More a barometer 
than an architect of public opinion, the congress declared Syria independent 
on 8 March 1920. The entente powers naturally refused to recognize the 
validity of the declaration and, at the San Remo Conference convened two 
months later, awarded France the mandate for Syria. With the French army 
poised on the coast and a popular nationalism drawing extensive support at 
home, a clash became inevitable. On 14 July, General Henri Gouraud is- 
sued an ultimatum to the Arab government. Ten days later, French troops 
crossed the frontier, broke through Syrian defensive lines at Khan Maysa- 
lun, and occupied Damascus, ending the brief experiment in Arab rule and 
beginning a twenty-five-year period of French mandatory control of Syria. 
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Part One 


THE STRUCTURE 
OF POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 
IN FAYSALI SYRIA 


1 From “Patriotic Agitation” 
to the Advent of 
Mass Politics 


As discussed in the Introduction, the economic and administrative trans- 
formation of the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century, although 
uneven in both distribution and effect, induced a correlated shift in social 
and political relations for a substantial number of inhabitants of the em- 
pire. Three aspects of this shift are particularly significant for understand- 
ing the emergence and evolutionary path of nationalism and mass politics 
in Syria. First, as alluded to above, the domain of formal politics expanded 
as the state took on new functions or as the state and institutions indepen- 
dent of the state wrestled for control of a variety of tasks that had never 
previously been in the hands of the former. As a result of this process, an 
increasing number of Syrians, mobilized by the state or its opponents and 
informed through new media outlets—the efficacy of which was ensured 
by enlarged urban concentrations, the restructuring of urban space, and the 
introduction of modern technologies for transportation and communica- 
tion—began to contest a growing number of public issues. 

At the same time, the expanding scope and scale of Ottoman economic 
integration and the structural effects of Ottoman administrative regenera- 
tion had a dual effect on the cultural cohesion of the empire. In the most 
abstract sense, the integration of economic activity, urban growth, inten- 
sification of government intrusiveness, and expansion of a modern public 
sphere resulted in an increased standardization of cultural norms and prac- 
tices as large numbers of the Ottoman population were subjected to the 
leveling forces of market and state. This standardization broadened the do- 
main receptive to what Benedict Anderson called the “cultural system” of 
nationalism.’ But on another level this standardization was accompanied 
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by a seemingly contrary process: Because the transformation of Ottoman 
society was uneven in both distribution and impact, it affected different so- 
cial strata in different ways, in effect pitting those who successfully navi- 
gated the new social, economic, and political landscape against those who 
did not. Asa result, late Ottoman culture, like the cultures of other empires 
and colonies on the periphery of Europe, bifurcated into separate and in- 
creasingly distinct subcultures that articulated variant responses to socio- 
economic change. As will be seen below, each of these subcultures naturally 
structured itself through institutions and represented itself through para- 
digmatic activities that embodied its conception of the proper and veridical 
arrangement of society. 

Concomitantly, the transformation of economic, administrative, and ur- 
ban conditions rendered possible a contingent restructuring of relation- 
ships of power for many Syrians. More explicitly, during periods in which 
the needs and concerns of Syrians transcended and/or overtaxed the capa- 
bilities of narrowly circumscribed, vertical ties of personal dependency, the 
aforementioned changes made the reconstruction of relationships of power 
along horizontal, associational, and national lines practicable. 

One such period commenced in the autumn of 1919. At that time, much 
of the population of urban Syria, unsettled by the devastating effects of 
World War I and partially mobilized by the Arab government and its allies 
through channels that circumvented (and thus undercut) the traditional 
notability and the customary ties that linked them with the urban masses, 
began confronting a new series of economic and political crises. Incapable 
of tempering the dislocations experienced by many Syrians, conventional 
bonds of clientage became increasingly hollow. Over the course of the next 
eight months, large numbers of Syrians availed themselves of a new form 
of political organization—the popular committee—that both institution- 
alized and broadened those horizontal, associational, and national ties that 
had never before been realized. Encountering a loss of social and symbolic 
capital, a number of established urban and rural leaders did likewise, in the 
process obscuring the revolutionary nature of these committees, which 
through their structure and program represented a new framework for so- 
cial and political legitimacy. 

The popular committees thus filled a void that neither the Arab govern- 
ment nor associated nationalist organizations such as al-Fatat and the Arab 
Club were structurally or ideologically capable of filling. The reasons for 
this incapacity on the part of these nationalist organizations and the inno- 
vative character of the popular committees is the subject of this and the fol- 
lowing chapter. 
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“PATRIOTIC AGITATION” 


So far, the discussion about nationalism has focused on the preconditions 
essential for its emergence. Although necessary, however, the diffusion of 
the structures and relations associated with “classical modernity” does not 
guarantee the appearance of nationalism among a population. Nationalisms 
require national movements; or, at the risk of belaboring the obvious, na- 
tionalism is impossible without nationalists. 

The evolutionary path followed by the elite nationalist moment in the 
Arab Middle East was not unique to the region. Rather, this moment fol- 
lowed an evolutionary path similar to the one previously blazed by those 
“prenationalist” scholars and their “patriotic” successors studied by Miro- 
slav Hroch who were responsible for the definition and articulation of na- 
tionalism among the “small nationalities” of Europe. According to Hroch, 
these late-arising (in the European context) nationalities—such as the 
Norwegian, the Flemish, and the Bohemian— might be differentiated from 
the European nationalities that had emerged earlier by the fact that they 
“were distinguished at the threshold of their independent existence by 
an incomplete social structure.” In other words, however else they might 
have differed among themselves, because these nationalities had been 
subject nationalities, “[t]hey partially or entirely lacked ‘their own’ rul- 
ing class, and sometimes other classes and social groups were represented 
atypically.” 2 

Hroch divides the history of the nationalist movements he studied into 
three phases, each characterized by a unique organizational structure, a 
targeted constituency, and a characteristic core leadership. The initial two 
phases of Hroch’s model are particularly relevant for understanding the 
origins and practices of the organizations that are to be discussed in this 
chapter. The first, Phase A, actually antedates the emergence of the na- 
tional movement. This phase is, according to Hroch, a period of cultural re- 
vival that “is marked by a passionate concern on the part of a group of in- 
dividuals, usually intellectuals, for the study of the language, the culture, 
the history of the oppressed nationality.”3 In the Arab Middle East, this 
phase corresponds to the period during which the belletrists and scholars 
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associated with the late-nineteenth-century nahda and salafiyya move- 
ments did their work both isolated from the majority of the population and, 
for the most part, oblivious to the potential political implications of their 
studies. 
Phase B is, Hroch maintains, 
an epoch characterized by active patriotic agitation: the fermentation- 
process of national consciousness. . .. The driving force in this era of 
national agitation was a group of patriots who were already dissatisfied 
with the limitation of interest to the antiquities of the land, the language 
and the culture, and saw their mission as the spreading of national con- 
sciousness among the people. 


According to Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza, who was both an early member 
of several nationalist groups and a prolific writer who divided the history 
of the Arab movement into phases similar to those delineated by Hroch, 
this phase lasted in the Arab Middle East from approximately 1908 to 1915. 
From 1908 through 1911, “enlightened [Arab] youth” focused their at- 
tention on local issues, such as the repeal of laws that mandated the official 
use of the Turkish language in the Arab provinces of the empire, the ex- 
pansion of bureaucratic positions available to Syrians, and the reformula- 
tion of Arab/Ottoman identity. During the next four years, according to 
Darwaza, the Arab nationalist movement began to face issues that were 
broader in scope and, as a result, the movement began to divide along gen- 
erational lines. On the one hand, Darwaza asserts, an “older” cohort pre- 
ferred to work through public associations, such as the Ottoman Adminis- 
trative Decentralization Party, which could appeal to a wider spectrum of 
the population. Ultimately, however, this strategy failed: although the party 
organized a conference of like-minded activists in Paris in 1913 to exact con- 
cessions from Istanbul, the Committee of Union and Progress, which ruled 
the Ottoman Empire, reneged on its promises to implement reform. As a 
result, the balance of power within the Arab nationalist movement shifted 
to a younger, more impatient generation. Working through secret societies 
such as al-Fatat and al-‘Ahd, these younger nationalists, like their scholarly 
predecessors, segregated themselves from the general population.‘ 
Although the threat of repression was ever present to members of these 
secret societies, it was not the only reason for their decision to separate 


4. The final period (1915-1920) was, according to Darwaza, a period of mass 
politics. Because of Darwaza’s own political affiliations and biases, however, he places 
al-Fatat and its spin-off, the Arab Independence Party, in the center of the politics 
of this period, slighting the role of the popular committees. Muhammad ‘Izzat Dar- 
waza, Hawla al-haraka al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:21-79. 
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themselves from the majority of their compatriots. In his memoirs, Ahmad 
Qadri, a founding member of al-Fatat whose background was similar to 
that of Darwaza, complained that his countrymen themselves presented 
the major obstacle to nationalist organizing. Qadri divided potential re- 
cruits to the Arab cause into three occupational categories: merchants, who 
were “neither here nor there from the standpoint of politics and reform’; 
the educated classes—“children in the prime of youth who are not suited 
for politics”; and a category that consisted of military officers, employed 
bureaucrats, pensioners, and job seekers. Like the first two groups, those 
within this last category were also unorganizable: according to Qadri, the 
military officers had absolutely no experience in politics and tended to 
avoid it; pensioners “are like old ladies, for nothing satisfies them and no 
work appeals to them”; and sitting bureaucrats and job seekers wished only 
to retain or gain positions. As for those from different regions of the Arab 
world, Qadri maintained that Syrians and Iraqis had lived too long in sub- 
mission to act in any way other than by “begging and resignation,” and the 
organization of Gulf Arabs required extra effort because it had to be done 
without “cutting [the] ties [of their organizers] to civilization.” 


Thus, it appears that in the capital under the present circumstances there 
is not an Arab we can depend on, or we could connect with, unless it be 
“so-and-so”; and all that “so-and-so” has told you is a mirage to which 
your thirsty brother would come and find that it does not exist at all.5 


For Qadri and his associates, then, nationalist agitation was and would re- 
main the province of a compact, professional, self-designated elite that pos- 
sessed a unique and unifying social and cultural experience. This experience 
differentiated members of the elite from both their indifferent colleagues 
and, of course, the more benighted masses. 


AL-FATAT IN FAYSALI SYRIA: 
CONSPIRATORS IN AN ERA OF MASS POLITICS 


Al-Fatat was founded in 1909 or 1911 (depending on the source) by a small 
group of Arab students studying in Paris. Soon thereafter, they relocated 
its headquarters to Beirut.* Although the size of the organization did not 


5. Ahmad Qadri, Mudhakkarati ‘an al-thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 27. For 
more information on Qadri’s life and activities, see MD 4H114/dossier 4/471, 
Cousse to Gouraud, 1 June 1920; Khalid al-“‘Azm, Mudhakkarat Khalid al-“Azm, 
1:94-95; Amin Sa‘id, Thawrat al-‘Arab fi al-qarn al-‘ishrin, 99, 112, 259. 

6. Darwaza, Hawla al-haraka al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:27; Qadri, Mudhak- 
karati, 12; Suhayla al-Rimawi, Jam‘iyyat al-‘arabiyya al-Fatdat al-sirriyya: Dirasa 
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exceed seventy members during the 1911-1918 period, al-Fatat has at- 
tracted the attention of historians primarily for two reasons. First, the 
membership of the organization, like the membership of affiliated groups, 
was heavily weighted toward scholars, journalists, and professionals —the 
type of people who write the memoirs, editorials, and local histories upon 
which many historians have relied. According to C. Ernest Dawn, who has 
analyzed the composition of the pre-1914 Arab movement, 67 percent of the 
members of al-Fatat, al-‘Ahd, and nonaffiliated “overt nationalists” whose 
backgrounds he could trace received “advanced” education, while 17 per- 
cent received “Western” education. Furthermore, 5 percent were scholars, 
11 percent journalists, 22 percent professionals, and 30 percent military of- 
ficers. Because membership in al-‘Ahd was limited to members of the mil- 
itary, it is probable that the vast majority of those whom Dawn classifies as 
scholars, journalists, and professionals were either unaffiliated or belonged 
to al-Fatat.’ 

The second reason for the posthumous renown of al-Fatat might be 
traced to the often fortuitous tactical choices made by the organization in 
its early days. Not only was al-Fatat the first prewar Arabist organization to 
call for the independence of the Arab provinces from the Ottoman Empire, 
but beginning in 1916, the organization linked its fate with that of the 
Hashemite family and the Arab Revolt. As a result, many members of the 
organization who had either remained in Syria or who had joined the Arab 
army or the Hijazi court during the war secured appointment in the Arab ad- 
ministration in postwar Syria. As the legend of Amir Faysal and the Arab 
Revolt grew during the postwar period, so did the mythology surrounding 
al-Fatat. Starting even before Antonius‘s assertion that “[n]o other society 
had played as determining a part in the history of the national movement 
[as al-Fatat],” writers have consistently characterized al-Fatat as “the most 
important” or “most influential” nationalist organization, in whose hands 
“actual political control during Faysal’s short reign in Damascus lay.” ® 


wales aye 1909-1918, 65-69. The accounts of Darwaza and Qadri vary in 
details. 
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the fact that it is based on eleven subjects, ten of whom belonged to al-‘Ahd. 
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The problem with such assertions is twofold. First, they marginalize or 
ignore the influence of other organizations involved in “patriotic agita- 
tion,” as well as other evolutionary paths for nationalism in Syria. One 
such path, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, linked the 
essentially autonomous activities of the wartime Syrian Union (al-ittihad 
al-siiri), formed by Syrians living in Egypt, with the popular committees 
that began to dominate political activity in Syria starting in the autumn of 
1919.’ Second, the narratives that focus on the role of al-Fatat fail to take 
into account the changing nature of politics during the late Ottoman and 
early post-Ottoman periods, a change that shifted political influence away 
from self-styled “men of culture” (mutanawwiriun) and organizations 
structured exclusively for underground “patriotic agitation” or behind-the- 
scenes manipulation toward mass-based organizations. 

Despite its early call for Arab independence, al-Fatat consistently avoided 
the potentially factious task of enunciating a clear ideological vision.!° Even 
the decision to ally with the Hashemite-led rebellion, for example, was 
based more on political expedience and the vagaries of interfamilial politics 
in Damascus than on any ideological convergence linking the Syrians with 
the Meccans."! Amir Faysal first made contact with al-Fatat at the Damascus 
home of the Bakri family in 1915. Although the Bakris were relative up- 
starts among the notable families of the city, they had forged an alliance 
with the ‘Abid family at the end of the nineteenth century and had begun 
competing in local politics with the more established “Azms and Yusufs. 
During the struggle between Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II and the Commit- 
tee of Union and Progress for control of the Ottoman Empire, the ‘Abids 
sided with the former while the ‘Azms and Yusufs backed the latter. Sharif 
Husayn, whose fear of the C.U.P.s centralization policies also placed him in 
opposition to the committee, subsequently broke with “Abd al-Rahman al- 


Arab army into Damascus, al-“Ahd split into Syrian and Iraqi branches. The Iraqi 
branch, while actively involved in politics, focused its attention exclusively on the 
future of Iraq; the Syrian branch had no direct influence as an organization on pol- 
itics during the Faysali period. 

9. The Syrian Union was formed at the end of World War I from the remnants 
of the Ottoman Administrative Decentralization Party. Its executive committee in- 
cluded Rafiq al-‘Azm, Khalid al-Hakim, Wahba ‘Issa, Michel Lutfallah, Kamil al- 
Qassab, Rashid Rida, Salim Sarkis, and ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahbandar. Darwaza, 
Mudhakkarat wa tasjilat, 2:130-131. For its program (in Arabic and English), see 
FO 371/4178/16051, 10 January 1919. 

10. al-Rimawi, Jam‘iyyat al-‘arabiyya al-Fatat al-sirriyya, 285. 

11. For the ideological differences separating members of al-Fatat and Sharif 
Husayn, see Dawn, From Ottomanism to Arabism, 69-86. 
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Yusuf, amir al-hajj (commander of the pilgrimage), and solicited the friend- 
ship of the Bakris, sealing the alliance by appointing Fawzi al-Bakri his per- 
sonal bodyguard. Fawzi, along with his brothers Nasib and Sami, was an 
early member of al-Fatat. All three received sharifian patronage at the end 
of the war.!2 

The Bakri brothers were, of course, not the only members of al-Fatat to 
reap postwar benefits from the organization's wartime alliance with the 
Hashemites, nor did the good fortune of the Bakris and their colleagues es- 
cape the notice of ambitious Syrians, Palestinians, and Iraqis. With the elim- 
ination of Ottoman authority from Syria in September/October 1918, it 
became apparent that access to political power, jobs, and government funds 
depended upon membership in or affiliation with the organization, and 
Damascenes and recent arrivals in the capital sought to join al-Fatat en 
masse. As a result, al-Fatat rapidly changed from a secret society to a lead- 
ing dispenser of political patronage as the stringent rules that had previ- 
ously regulated recruitment were discarded.!3 Conversely, the leadership of 
the organization not only possessed the power to approve or disapprove 
contenders for even minor government posts, but it ensured that all who 
had important jobs in the government, such as cabinet-level positions, were 
members. In some cases, this stricture resulted in the near comic spectacle 
of appointees—such as the onetime foreign minister of the Arab govern- 
ment ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahbandar—being hastily sworn in to the organi- 
zation after their appointments had already been announced.* Thus, ac- 
cording to Darwaza, the organization began to include 


12. William Ochsenwald, “Ironic Origins: Arab Nationalism in the Hijaz, 1882 — 
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Party, he later withdrew from the party to help found, along with his brothers 
Fawzi and Anwar, the Syrian nativist Syrian Patriotic Party. A marriage alliance 
was also attempted between the virulently anti-Hashemite Yusuf family and the 
Bakri family with the engagement of Sami al-Bakri to ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Yusuf’s 
daughter in 1919. al-‘Azma, Mir’at al-Sham, 245; Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza, 
Mudhakkarat, 2:143-144. 

13. Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:80, 111; Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 72. 

14. Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:196. 
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a large number driven by the desire [for jobs] . . and there was among 
them [those] who were vague in morals, spirit, heart, and patriotism, as 
well as opportunists. It can therefore be understood why many of them 
remained in their positions and complied with the French occupation. 


To deal with the new circumstances while retaining their prerogatives, 
the leaders of al-Fatat attempted to overhaul the structure of the organiza- 
tion. Initially, they divided the membership into two categories, mu’assistin 
(those who had joined al-Fatat before the end of the war) and muhtasabun 
or ‘adiyytin (new members). The former category of members met monthly 
to consult with, criticize, and if necessary elect a new administrative com- 
mittee to set overall policy for the organization, relaying their decisions to 
the muhtasabin by means of a special representative.* Although designed 
to preserve “some dignity and importance and secrecy . . . for the organiza- 
tion,” the two-tiered system was compromised by the fact that the leader- 
ship of al-Fatat formed a special committee to upgrade certain muhtasabun 
to the level of mw’assisuin. In addition to Shahbandar, the list of those 
whose status underwent transformation includes ‘Adil Arslan, political ad- 
viser to Amir Faysal; Wasfi al-Atasi and Subhi al-Tawil, members of the 
Syrian General Congress; General Yusuf al-‘Azma; Muhammadal-Nahhas, 
director of revenues for the Arab government; Rashid Rida, onetime pres- 
ident of the Syrian General Congress; Sami al-Sarraj, editor of the Aleppan 
newspaper al-‘Arab; Sa‘id al-Tali‘a, clerk of the Syrian General Congress; 
and Amin al-Tamimi, director of public security under the short-lived gov- 
ernment of Sa‘id al-Jaza’ iri.” 

As the membership of al-Fatat climbed to over two hundred, the leader- 
ship worried that the tenuous commitment and low quality of those who 
were joining would impede the ability of the organization to set the agenda 
for the Arab government. Therefore, on 5 February 1919, the administra- 
tive committee of al-Fatat commissioned the formation of a public political 
party, the Arab Independence Party (hizb al-istiqlal al-‘arabi) to absorb the 
new, lower-quality volunteers. According to its charter, the party was to act 
as a public front for the organization, “to raise the Arab nation to the level 
of advanced nations,” and to spread propaganda calling for the unity of all 
Arab lands that had been under Ottoman authority." 
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There was, however, a fundamental contradiction in the reasoning that 
underlay the establishment of the party. On the one hand, because the ad- 
ministrative committee viewed the party as a means of disseminating the 
propaganda of al-Fatat throughout Syria, the program of the party was 
supposed to reflect the positions taken by the committee. On the other hand, 
the administrative committee viewed the party as a place to dump all those 
who wanted access to patronage but who were not suited for the secret or- 
ganization. Thus, although all members of the Arab Independence Party 
had, in theory, to undergo vetting through a process of nomination and se- 
lection before they could join, all members of al-Fatat, whether mu’assistin 
or muhtasabiin (who themselves were compelled to join the party) had the 
right to nominate new members. As a result, even many who had achieved 
notoriety for opposing the strategy and goals of al-Fatat enrolled in the 
party. They included Taj al-Din al-Hasani, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, and 
Rashid Mardam Bek (all of whom subsequently affiliated with the Syrian 
Patriotic Party [al-hizb al-watani al-stiri], which was organized primarily 
to preserve government posts for native-born Syrians); Tawfiq al-Shamiyya 
(later, like ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, a member of the Higher National Com- 
mittee); and Faris al-Khuri. The party leadership did balk, however, when 
the mainstays of the so-called “conservative” opposition, Muhammad Fawzi 
al-‘Azm and ‘Abdal-Rahman al- Yusuf, demanded membership. At the sug- 
gestion of Amir Faysal, the two were invited to join an “advisory commit- 
tee” that had no real function. 

Overall, the Arab Independence Party played a minimal role in Syrian 
politics during this period and, according to a British report, proved to be 
such a liability that Amir Faysal banned its participation in public activities 
soon after his return from Europe in the spring of 1919.”° Thereafter, par- 
ticularly during the period leading up to the arrival of the King-Crane 
Commission in Damascus, the Arab government relied on other organiza- 
tions and institutions, especially those manned by the Arab Club and loyal 
government functionaries, to disseminate propaganda and mobilize the 
population. 
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Mudhakkarati, 82; Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:142. 
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Al-Fatat’s difficulties, however, went beyond structural problems. Fac- 
tionalism, which had remained latent within an organization whose mem- 
bers had been united merely by their opposition to certain aspects of Otto- 
man rule, began to emerge after the war as new and divisive issues— policy 
toward the entente powers, the borders of a projected Arab state, defense, 
localist loyalties, and so on—rent the organization. Because al-Fatat had no 
mechanism with which to enforce discipline, members often ignored or at- 
tempted to sabotage decisions with which they disagreed.2! Both Yasin al- 
Hashimi (president of the war council who was associated with a hard-line 
military policy) and “Ali Rida al-Rikabi (who, as military governor, ad- 
vocated a more conciliatory policy toward the entente powers) attempted 
to use their membership in the administrative committee of al-Fatat and 
Faysal’s inner circle to impose their political agendas on the organization. 
At various times, each sought to outmaneuver the other by stacking the 
administrative committee in his favor. Others organized or affiliated with 
outside organizations that enjoyed a broader base of support or advocated 
goals that were more clearly defined than those advocated by al-Fatat. 
Overall, of seventy-five prominent members of al-Fatat during the Faysali 
period—those who had the status of mu’assisiin, were members of the ad- 
ministrative committee, or both—s5 percent were also or became members 
of the Syrian Patriotic Party, 7 percent were members of the Syrian Union, 
7 percent were prominent members of the Iraqi branch of al-‘Ahd, 8 per- 
cent were members of the Committee of National Defense, and 12 percent 
were members of the Higher National Committee.” 

The direct meddling of outsiders in the internal affairs of al-Fatat also 
exacerbated the factionalism within the organization. Almost immediately 
after the establishment of the Arab government in Damascus, the gener- 
ally anti-sharifian Syrian Union, many of whose members espoused re- 
publican sympathies, infiltrated its partisans into al-Fatat in an attempt to 
influence appointments and policies. The French did likewise, although their 
motives were more clearly disruptive.” For its part, the Arab government— 
and Amir Faysal personally —lobbied and browbeat individual members of 
the organization and manipulated internal elections to enlist support for 
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the policies of the government. The most potent weapon in the govern- 
ment’s arsenal was, of course, financial; not only did the government suborn 
individual members, it financed the day-to-day activities of the organization 
as well. As a result, according to Amin Sa‘id, when the French entered 
Damascus, they found sixteen thousand P.E. in the treasury of al-Fatat.™4 

As the internal cohesion of the organization began to dissolve, members 
abandoned all attempts to unite on issues of strategy. Darwaza reports that 
al-Fatat split into three factions around the time of the visit of the King- 
Crane Commission to Syria. The first faction, known as the dissenters 
(rafidiin), included Darwaza, Sa‘id Haydar, Ahmad Muraywid, Rafiq al- 
Tamimi, Khalid al-Hakim, Kamil al-Qassab, and Ibrahim al-Qasim. Mem- 
bers of this faction denounced both Britain and France for their plans to 
implement the Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Balfour Declaration and re- 
fused to support either nation as mandatory power. Many later affiliated 
with the popular committees. The second faction included Amir Faysal, his 
brother Zayd, and others who preferred the British to the French but never- 
theless agreed that the Sykes-Picot Agreement had to be modified in light 
of the victory of the Arab army. The final faction was made up of those who 
held out hope for an American mandate.” This hope was, of course, dashed 
by the unwillingness of the United States to assume responsibility for 
Syria and by the September 15 Accord between Britain and France. 

When Faysal returned to Syria from Europe in January 1920 having ne- 
gotiated a provisional agreement with the French, the breach between the 
remaining factions in al-Fatat became unbridgeable. To gain the organiza- 
tion's approval for the Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement, the amir and ‘Ali 
Rida al-Rikabi tried to manipulate the elections for a new administrative 
committee.?© While their maneuverings infuriated all the rafidin, no one 
reacted more angrily than Kamil al-Qassab, the leader of the Higher Na- 
tional Committee. Accusing the administrative committee of “slackness” 
and “neglect of the national interest,” al-Qassab severed the ties that had 
linked his organization with al-Fatat. At the same time, in an effort to take 
advantage of what Ahmad Qadri called the “cleavage [that] was opened up 
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between al-Fatat and the popular nationalist formations,” a group of Syrian 
notables both inside and outside al-Fatat established the Syrian Patriotic 
Party as an alternative to both the Arab Independence Party and the polli- 
tics of the street. Although the size of the Syrian Patriotic Party remained 
small, its advocacy of a separate state of “Syria within its natural bound- 
aries” added another voice to a demand associated with al-Qassab’s popular 
committees.?” 

Contemporary observers outside al-Fatat were oblivious to both the 
structural shortcomings that limited the organizations efficacy and the in- 
creasingly disruptive disputes over strategy that divided its members. As a 
result, they promoted an image of al-Fatat that wildly overstated its capa- 
bilities. “[T]he educated and upper class Moslems . . . have discovered the 
political power they possess over the mass of ignorant Moslems,” William 
Yale, the technical adviser to the King-Crane Commission, wrote upon the 
completion of his tour of Syria. “It is this group which form the back bone 
of the Young Arab Party, [and] it is in their hands that the real power 
lies... .”?8 But in light of the organizations internal problems, its penchant 
for backroom political dealings, and its aversion to organizing the non-“en- 
lightened” population for active participation in politics, it should not be 
surprising that the “real power” attributed to al-Fatat never extended much 
beyond government circles. The organization’s list of candidates to represent 
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Damascus in the Syrian General Congress was soundly defeated in the elec- 
tions held in June 1919 by a list compiled by Muhammad Fawzi al-‘Azm, 
head of the powerful ‘Azm family and “dean” of the traditional Damascus 
landowning notability.2? At around the same time, key elements of the 
platform ratified by the Arab Independence Party suffered critical setbacks: 
not only did the popular demand for “complete independence for Syria 
within its natural boundaries” overwhelm the demand for a pan-Arab union 
(including the Hijaz) endorsed by the party, but events overtook the party's 
support for an American or British mandate. Tellingly, after the onset of 
the Evacuation Crisis, neither al-Fatat nor the Arab Independence Party 
sponsored or even participated in the huge demonstrations mounted in the 
Syrian capital. In sum, as the arena for Syrian politics increasingly widened, 
both groups were eclipsed by a style of politics they were incapable of di- 
recting or controlling. 


THE ARAB CLUB 


The Arab Club (al-nddi al-‘arabi) shared important characteristics with al- 
Fatat. Both al-Fatat and the Arab Club of Damascus initially drew most of 
their primary and secondary leadership from similar layers of the popula- 
tion: members of the middle strata and the second tier of Damascus nota- 
bility.2° Furthermore, not only were the original members of both organi- 


29. According to Khalid al-‘Azm, Jamil Mardam Bekand Muhammad ‘Izzat Dar- 
waza told Muhammad Fawzi al-‘Azm that they represented a group of young men 
called al-rijal al-ghuyyab (“hidden men,” aterm Darwaza uses in his memoirs to de- 
scribe the inner circle of al-Fatat) who had decided to nominate al-‘Azm as a repre- 
sentative to the Syrian General Congress. To demonstrate who really wielded power 
in Damascus, al-‘Azm put together his own electoral list that included himself, 
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Yusuf, Taj al-Din al-Hasani, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, Shaykh 
Muhammad al-Mujtahid, Fawzi al-Bakri, Ahmad al-Qudamani, George Harfush, 
Yusuf Linyado, and ‘Izzat al-Shawi. (After the death of al-‘Azm, Musallim al-Husni 
took his seat in the congress.) Of the above, seven became prominent members of 
the Syrian Patriotic Party. This list won in its entirety in spite of the fact that the 
opposing list supported Amir Faysal and was endorsed by ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi. 
Muhammad Fawzi al-‘Azm later defeated Hashim al-Atasi, the candidate of the 
rijal al-ghuyyab in elections held to determine the president of the Syrian General 
Congress. al-‘Azm, Mudhakkarat Khalid al-‘Azm, 1:94-95. 

30. Philip Khoury divides the political leadership of Damascus in the early 
twentieth century into two categories: a group of approximately twelve families at 
the pinnacle of society (families such as the ‘Azms, “Abids, Yusufs, etc.) and a group 
of approximately fifty families of lesser prominence. The first group was more pow- 
erful because of its ability to monopolize the highest administrative positions and 
because of its greater landed wealth. According to Khoury, most prewar activists 
were associated with the second tier. Urban Notables, 44-45. 
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zations very much aware of the social and cultural differences that separated 
them from the majority of their compatriots, but their privileged access to 
the Arab government served to reinforce their view of politics as the do- 
main of conspiracy and manipulation. As discussed above, the mu’assistin 
of al-Fatat attempted to differentiate between the roles they accorded them- 
selves, the muhtasabiin, and the members of the mass Arab Independence 
Party. Similarly, since the purpose of the Arab Club was to engage the “en- 
lightened” elements of society (the self-styled mutanawwiriin) in politics 
on the side of the Arab government, the club’s leadership viewed politics as 
the instrument through which a small elite might impose its values and 
goals, along with their supporting institutions, on an otherwise backward 
and passive population. The Arab Club designed its activities according to 
this dichotomous view of the Syrian population: it hosted tea parties and 
receptions to which only local mutanawwiriin and their guests were in- 
vited, it planned lectures “for the advancement of the nation,” it sponsored 
didactic theatrical productions to inculcate “nationalist values” among the 
population, and it initiated petition campaigns and literally staged demon- 
strations to display the genuine “will of the nation” to Syrians and foreign 
observers alike. 

On the other hand, because of its hybrid structure, the Arab Club might 
also be regarded as a transitional link connecting the earlier conspiratorial 
form of nationalist organization as represented by al-Fatat with the popu- 
lar committees. In many ways the Arab Club more closely resembled the 
Arab Independence Party than it resembled al-Fatat. While both the Arab 
Club and the Arab Independence Party shared a similar structure and fol- 
lowed the prescriptions of an inbred and secretive group of political ac- 
tivists, both encouraged, and even at times demanded, public participation 
in their activities.3! Furthermore, the Arab Club not only had the same re- 
lationship with the Arab government that the Arab Independence Party 
had with al-Fatat, but its function—to propagandize for the values of the 
institution that spawned it and to define and delimit direct popular partici- 
pation in government and politics—were analogous to those of the party. 
Thus, because part of its purpose was to mediate between an elite national- 


31. Not surprisingly, three members of the first executive committee of the 
Arab Independence Party —Fawzi al-Bakri, Salim ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hajj Ibrahim, 
Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza—were also on the executive committee of the Arab 
Club. In addition, Tawfiq al-Natur, who was, according to Ahmad Qadri, the indi- 
vidual commissioned by al-Fatat to establish the party, also served on the executive 
committee of the Arab club. Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:142; Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 
82; AD 2430/dossier confidentiel—départ /161s, 21 February 1919. 


66 =«/ “Patriotic Agitation” to Mass Politics 


ist leadership and the public, the Arab Club, like the Arab Independence 
Party, began to attract, in the words of a British observer, “all the young 
hotheads in Syria.” 32 

Some of these hotheads who now sought to participate in nationalist 
politics came from backgrounds similar to those of individuals who had 
joined the closed prewar or wartime secret societies. Unwilling to partici- 
pate earlier, or deterred by youthfulness or fear, they waited until the es- 
tablishment of the Arab government to engage in political activity. Others 
came from social layers that had not previously played a role in nationalist 
politics. Both groups of political novices experimented with innovative 
techniques of mobilization, such as the deployment of flying squads to dis- 
seminate propaganda in coffeehouses and other local venues and the orga- 
nization of neighborhood-based militias. The spread of Arab Club chapters 
throughout Syria thus had the unintended effect of opening up the ranks 
of the nationalist leadership and broadening the popular base of organized 
nationalist politics. 


THE ARAB CLUB OF DAMASCUS 


The Arab Club was originally modeled on another cultural reformist orga- 
nization, the Literary Society (al-muntada al-adabi), which had been ac- 
tive in Istanbul from 1909 until 1915 and which Darwaza characterized as 
“one of the most important manifestations of the Arabist movement and 
its sustenance” during the immediate prewar period. The first members 
of the society were expatriate Arab students who had created the organiza- 
tion to strengthen ties among themselves and to discuss cultural and his- 
torical matters. Among the founders were ‘Abd al-Karim al-Khalil (often 
cited as the chief architect of the society), Rafiq Rizq Sallum and ‘Abd al- 
Hamid al-Zahrawi (from Homs), Jamil al-Husayni (from Jerusalem), ‘Isam 
Basisu (from Gaza), Yusuf Haydar (from Ba‘albek), ‘Izzat al-‘Azma (from 
Baghdad), and Shukri al-‘Asali (from Damascus). They were later joined 
by Thabit ‘Abd al-Nur, ‘Ali ‘Aziz, ‘Adil Arslan, Ja‘far al-‘Askari, Tawfiq 
al-Bisat, ‘Abdallah al-Damluji, Khalid al-Hakim, Sa‘id Haydar, ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab al-Inklizi, Salim al-Jaza’iri, Sayf al-Din al-Khatib, Yusuf Mu- 
khaybar Sulayman, ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahbandar, Ramadan Shallash, Najib 


32. FO 882/24/100/6890, Director, Arab Bureau to Major G. W. Courtney, 
11 May 1920. 

33. Farzat, al-Hayd al-hizbiyya fi Siriyya, 65; Darwaza, Hawla al-haraka al- 
‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:23-24, 91. 
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Shugayr, Shukri al-Quwwatli, Rushdi al-Sham‘a, and ‘Arif al-Shihabi. The 
society sponsored meetings and lectures attended by the Arab representa- 
tives to the Ottoman Parliament, students, politicians, and bureaucrats, and 
also published a magazine in its own name.*4 

Initially, the members of the Literary Society eschewed nationalist pol- 
itics. Indeed, the founder and first president of the organization, ‘Abd al- 
Karim al-Khalil, along with several of his associates who later returned 
with him to Damascus during World War I, had been at one time both a 
supporter and a confidant of the notorious governor of Syria, Jamal Pasha 
(nicknamed al-saffah, “the butcher”). According to As‘ad Daghir, it was 
through al-Khalil that Jamal Pasha first learned of the existence of the Arab 
movement that he later sought to eradicate.>> But as the attitude of the 
Committee of Union and Progress toward the Arabist movement began to 
harden on the eve of the war, members of the society could not help but be 
drawn into the political debate. Even then, however, the political posture of 
the organization differed from that of al-Fatat, and many participants in the 
society, opposed to an Arab independence movement that they felt would 
weaken the Ottoman Empire and expose it to European aggression, became 
spokesmen for a moderate Islamic modernism.** In his memoirs, Daghir 
recalled some of the issues raised during the organization’s internal debates 
as follows: 


TAWFIQ AL-BISAT: | Do we want an Islamic federation? Why 
do we [then] attempt to disseminate the 
idea of Arabism? 


‘ABD AL-KARIM AL-KHALIL: The idea of an Islamic federation leads to 
weakness more than to strength. By re- 
jecting the West it is not able to provide 
the East with power. 


JALAL AL-BUKHARI: — How would it be possible to reconcile our 
embrace of Islamicism with our rising 
against the nation of the caliphate? 


In spite of their differences, however, the Literary Society shared mem- 
bers with al-Fatat. While the Literary Society was still in Istanbul and al- 


34. Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 11; Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 35; Darwaza, Hawla al- 
haraka al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:23-24. 

35. Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 86. 

36. Ibid., 86. See also Darwaza, Hawla al-haraka al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:23 - 
24; Tawfiq Birra, “al-Muntada al-adabi wa dawruhu fi al-nidal al-‘arabi,” 35-44. 
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Fatat in Paris, for example, the latter organization inducted Sayf al-Din al- 
Khatib, Yusuf Mukhaybar Sulayman, and Rafiq Rizq Sallum, all members 
of the Literary Society, who acted as intermediaries between the two 
organizations.*’ 

More important for subsequent events than the link with al-Fatat was 
the link connecting the Literary Society with the British and, through the 
British, the Arab Revolt. In October 1916, the British Arab Bureau began 
financing an Egyptian-based newspaper, al-Kawkab, to promote the activ- 
ities of the society (and later the Arab Club as well) in those areas of Pales- 
tine that had been detached from Ottoman control and were subsequently 
under British occupation. It appears that the motivation of the British 
Arabists was twofold. First, members of the Arab Bureau sought to use al- 
Kawkab to spread a “moderate,” pro-British Arab nationalism, a national- 
ism that would seek accommodation with, rather than rejection of, the 
West. Second, the bureau sought to promote the Islamic modernist doc- 
trines that circulated among the members of the Literary Society. These 
doctrines, which also informed the editorial policy of al-Kawkab, were not 
only congruent with the nationalism sanctioned by the bureau, they situ- 
ated that nationalism within a more comprehensive conceptual framework. 
In addition, members of the Arab Bureau believed that through the en- 
dorsement of Islamic modernism they could placate two different sets of 
critics. On the one hand, the bureau hoped to allay the suspicions of tradi- 
tionalists who considered the Arab Revolt to be little more than a plot by 
the West against Islam in general and the caliphate in particular. On the 
other hand, the bureau needed to calm the fears of those Palestinians and 
Syrians who loathed the politics of the sharif of Mecca, which they claimed 
was based on a conservative interpretation of Islamic law inappropriate for 
the Levant.38 

The British approved first the appointment of ‘Abd al-Rahman Shah- 
bandar, then Shaykh Muhammad al-Qalgili, as editors of al-Kawkab. 
Dr. Shahbandar, a graduate of the American University in Beirut, was a 
member of the Syrian Union and a signatory of the famous “Declaration 


37. Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 12-13. 

38. DU Wingate Files 143/2/167 (AB202), Arbur (Cairo) to Sirdar (Khartoum), 
13 November 1916; FO 371/2781, “Report of the Arab Bureau for November 1916,” 
31 October 1916; AD 2326/dossier du Hedjaz, Extraits de la lettre 94M de 
M. Bensaci, envoye du gouvernement de la république 4 la Mecque, 16 May 1919; 
FO 371/4206/139468, “Note on the Accounts of the Arab Bureau,” 17 September 
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of the Seven” of June 1918, a document submitted by Syrian exiles in Egypt 
to the British government requesting a clarification of British war aims.°9 
He also enjoyed close relations with David Hogarth, director of the British 
Arab Bureau, and later served as liaison between Faysal and the British gov- 
ernment. Like Shahbandar, Shaykh al-Qalgili spent the war in Egypt and 
was close enough to Syrian Union circles to undertake a secret trip to Beirut 
on their behalf immediately before the war. 

The British invaded southern Palestine in January 1917. As British troops 
moved north, they directly and indirectly (i.e., through Faysal and al-Fatat) 
underwrote the formation of political clubs modeled on the Literary Society. 
These clubs would later form the core of Arab Club affiliates in the region. 
At the same time, they picked up Palestinian camp followers who would 
later play important roles in the Arab Club and, frequently, the Arab gov- 
ernment as well. Among them were Salim ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hajj Ibrahim 
from Tulkarm, who would later lead the Arab Club of Damascus; Mu- 
hammad ‘Ali Bey al-Tamimi from Nablus, who became the chief of police 
of Damascus under Faysal; Subhi al-Khadra from Safed, who became chief 
of the gendarmerie under Faysal; and Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza from 
Nablus.*! 

The Arab Club of Damascus was founded soon after sharifian troops en- 
tered the city, purportedly to facilitate the integration of new arrivals to 


39. In an attempt to consolidate British control over all members of the nation- 
alist movement, even those suspicious of or hostile to the Arab Revolt, Osmond 
Walrond, a member of the British Arab Bureau stationed in Cairo, had asked the 
Syrian nationalist societies in Egypt to select seven representatives who would pre- 
sent the concerns of the exiles to the British. See FO 371/4217/69267, “Note by the 
Arab Bureau, Cairo,” 6 May 1919; Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace, 331. For the 
British response, see Hurewitz, Middle East and North Africa, 2:110-112. 

40. Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 121; Antonius, Arab Awakening, 
433; MAE L:SL/vol. 8/64 -70, Lutfallah to Pichon, 23 January 1919; FO 371/3397/ 
83621, “Arab Bureau Report for March 1918,” 1 April 1918; al-Rimawi, Jam‘iyyat 
al-‘arabiyya al-Fatat al-sirriyya, 223. Before the war, Rashid Rida and Rafiq al- 
‘Azm, both Egyptian-based members of the Ottoman Administrative Decentraliza- 
tion Party and later the Syrian Union, sent Shaykh al-Qalqili to Beirut to determine 
the possibility of a revolt against the Ottomans launched from Syria. 

41. Anne Mosely Lesch, Arab Politics in Palestine, 1917-1939: The Frustration 
of a Nationalist Movement, 83; al-‘Azma, Mir’at al-Sham, 244; Darwaza, Hawla 
al-haraka al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:74; Yehoshua Porath, The Emergence of the 
Palestinian-Arab National Movement, 1918 ~1929, 77. Because of his focus on Pal- 
estine and reliance on materials from the Zionist Archives, however, Porath, like 
Muhammad Muslih, probably overstates the importance of the Palestinian connec- 
tion in the formation and activities of the Arab Club of Damascus. 
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the capital and to disseminate pro-sharifian and nationalist propaganda.* 
Although the military governor, “Ali Rida al-Rikabi, became the titular 
head of the organization, a president and executive committee managed its 
day-to-day affairs. An analysis of the backgrounds of twenty-four of the 
most prominent members of the Arab Club of Damascus—the founders of 
the club and members of the executive committee as of February 1919— 
reveals a group of individuals who came from a milieu similar to the one 
that produced the dominant personalities of the secret societies.” Included 
among them were representatives of some of the most prominent families 
in Syria, including the ‘Azms, the Mu’ayyads, the Mardam Beks, the Bakris 
(all of Damascus), and the Haydars (of Ba‘albek), as well as professionals 
such as ‘Umar Shakir (an engineer), Muhammad ‘Ali al-Tamimi (a lawyer), 
Thabit ‘Abd al-Nur (a belletrist), Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli (a poet and jour- 
nalist), Tawfiq al-Natur (a lawyer and newspaper editor), and Muhammad 
‘Izzat Darwaza. 

Amir Faysal himself selected the first president of the organization, 
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar. Al-Muzaffar had been mufti of the 
Eighth Ottoman Army based in Nablus and Balqa’. When the commander 
of the army, Jamal Pasha al-Mersini (al-Saghir), gained appointment as the 
last Ottoman governor of Syria in the closing days of the war, al-Muzaffar 
traveled with him to Damascus. Although he owed his appointment as 
president of the Arab Club to the fact that he was a popular khatib, al- 
Muzaffar’s nationalist and intellectual credentials were weak. He was, ac- 
cording to a later British assessment, 

From Jerusalem, strong anti-Zionist and pro-Arabist propagandist. Un- 
der the Turks he preached against British and Sherif, but now curses 
Turks and praises the Sherif. A typical example of the unprincipled time- 


server so numerous in the Arab independence party, and a thoroughly 
“bad lot.” © 


42. Sultan, Tarikh Suriyya 1918-1920, 107; al-‘Azma, Mir’at al-Sham, 244. 
According to Sultan, the founding date of the Arab Club of Damascus was 
18 November 1918. 

43. AD 2430/dossier confidentiel—départ/161s, 21 February 1919; Porath, 
Emergence of the Palestinian-Arab National Movement, 77. In fact, nine of the 
twenty-four—Fawzi al-Bakri, Nasib al-Bakri, Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza, Salim 
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hajj Ibrahim, Ibrahim Hashim, Mu‘in al-Madi, Ahmad Mu- 
raywid, Tawfiq al-Natur, and Muhammad ‘Ali al-Tamimi—had joined al-Fatat be- 
fore or during the war. Thabit ‘Abd al-Nur and Yusuf Haydar had also been mem- 
bers of the original Literary Society. 

44. al-‘Azma, Mir’at al-Sham, 244; Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:146; AD 2371, 
Gouraud to Cousse, 10 February 1920. 

45. FO 882/24/128-34, “Who's Who in Damascus,” 14 May 1919. 
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Al-Muzaffar was, however, not the only leader of the Arab Club who 
had been a relative latecomer to the politics of Arab nationalism. Of the 
fifteen members of the executive committee of the club, for example, only 
five—Ibrahim Hashim, Fawzi al-Bakri, Nasib al-Bakri, Mu‘in al-Madi, and 
Ahmad Muraywid—had been members of al-Fatat or any other prewar na- 
tionalist group. Furthermore, four others—Sami al-‘Azm, Yusuf Haydar, 
Rida Mardam Bek, and Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli— joined al-Fatat only after 
the sharifian occupation of Damascus. The fact that so many of the leaders 
of the club who supervised its daily activities were political neophytes af- 
fected the efficacy of the Arab Club: the political and personal wrangling 
that divided the leadership and spread amongst the rank and file of the or- 
ganization originated, in part, from the inexperience of the leadership in the 
conduct of political and administrative operations and from a deficiency of 
the sort of bonding that comes from the continuous threat of persecution. 

The British and Arab governments had intended for the Arab Club to 
remain above politics. Indeed, a sign that read, “It is forbidden to discuss 
politics,” had initially been posted on a wall in the Arab Club building. But 
such a policy was doomed from the start, and one can only imagine the ex- 
asperation of Amir Faysal when, in a speech delivered before the club in 
January 1920, he called attention to the fact that the sign had been re- 
moved.“ The Arab Club, after all, had originally been established to pro- 
pagandize for the values that underlay Arabism and, by extension, the Arab 
government that was the self-professed embodiment of Arabism. As a re- 
sult, not only did government functionaries participate in the Arab Club 
(and vice versa), but the government, both directly and indirectly, contin- 
ued to finance the activities of the club well into the Faysali period, as the 
records kept by Sa‘id Shuqayr attest.*” In exchange, the Arab Club shared 
with the Arab government responsibility for providing certain public ser- 
vices normally retained under the exclusive control of the state, such as the 
organization of an auxiliary Damascus police force that was in direct con- 
tact with makhatir and the leaders of the quarters, and the reorganization 


46. Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 163. 
47. Shuqayr’s records include the following expenditures for the period Oc- 
tober 1918 through 31 July 1919: 

1. Under the heading “Secret Service” (total expenditures: 104,170 P.E.): 500 P.E. to 
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar. 

2. Under the heading “Donations” (total expenditures: 46,645 P.E.): 50 PE. to Arab Club 
member Yusuf Istifan in September 1919; 200 PE. to Haddad Pasha, club member 
and head of public security in January and June 1919; 350 P.E. to club member Thabit 
‘Abd al-Nur; 265 PE. directly to the Arab Club in April and July 1919; 100 P.E. to the 
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of artisanal guilds and education.“* Furthermore, the Arab Club played 
a major role in organizing for the Arab government petition campaigns 
and demonstrations that were staged to display to the entente represen- 
tatives in Damascus and Paris the unity of the Syrian population, its faith 
in Amir Faysal and the Arab government, and the fitness of Syrians for 
independence. 

The plan to keep the Arab Club above politics was undercut by the fact 
that the Arab government was not a neutral observer in the struggle for 
political authority in post-Ottoman Syria; rather, it was one contender 
among several. Furthermore, because the competition to define the very 
substance of Arab nationalism paralleled the battle for political authority, 
discussions and lectures about Western-style progress, the essential nature 
of Arab culture and the foundations for Arab unity, the common roots of 
the three monotheistic religions, and the benefits that could be derived 
from individual economic initiative were hardly free of normative con- 
notations. Indeed, they represented the very essence of political debate 
during the Faysali period. Far from being the spokesman for “the nation,” 
therefore, the Arab Club necessarily became embroiled in the very disputes 
that not only divided nationalists from nonnationalists, but divided those 
within the nationalist tendency as well. 

In mid-December 1918, while Faysal was in Europe, members of the 
Arab Club of Damascus held a series of meetings in an attempt to fashion 
a political program. According to French sources, the meetings included 


Literary Society in June 1919; and 1,117 P.E. to “36 members of the Arab Club” in 
July 1919. 

. Under the heading "Irregular Payments” (total expenditures: 68,902 P.E.): 50 P.E. to 
the Arab Club of Beirut; 150 P.E. to the Arab Club of Damascus; 60 P.E. to Salim ‘Abd 
al-Rahman al-Hajj Ibrahim; 100 P.E. to the Literary Society of Palestine. 
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100 P.E. to Mu‘in al-Madi and Sa‘id Tali‘a. 
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counts reveal merely the minimum payments disbursed to the identified indi- 
viduals and groups. DU SA 493/13/25-35, Shuqayr to Waters-Taylor; DU SA 
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dhakkarat, 2:72. 
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approximately thirty Muslims and five Christians, including ‘Adil Arslan, 
Sami al-‘Azm, Muhammad al-Tamimi, Sami Mardam Bek, Naji Bey al- 
Suwaydi, Sa‘id Haydar, As‘ad Haydar, Isma‘il Shihabi, Fu’ad Shihabi, Amin 
Bey Hashimi, Rashid al-Tali‘a, Shukri al-Quwwatli, Shakir al-Hanbali, 
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar, Nasib al-Bakri, Faris al-Khuri, Nicolas Shag- 
huri, Khalil Ma‘tuq, ‘Izzat Shawi, and Joseph Saba. The discussions were 
intense. Both Ma‘tuq and Shawi, who were Catholics, opposed any connec- 
tion linking Syria with Sharif Husayn or the Hijaz and argued in favor of 
a French protectorate.*? Al-Muzaffar and al-Suwaydi, on the other hand, 
presented the case for independence guaranteed by the British alone. While 
al-Suwaydi, an Iraqi, sought the creation of a pan-Arab state that would 
include both Iraq and the Hijaz under Sharif Husayn, al-Bakri, seeking a 
compromise in which all religious questions would be set aside, urged the 
club to organize for the independence of Syria within its natural bound- 
aries (i.e., present day Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and parts of Iraq). 

Overall, then, although they shared a common worldview and vision for 
the future, the leaders of the Arab Club initially divided ranks on the spe- 
cifics of political strategy and, concomitantly, on the boundaries that would 
encompass the future Arab or Syrian state. Accordingly, while some sup- 
ported the establishment of a pan-Arab federation that would include Syria, 
Palestine, Iraq, and the Arabian peninsula under the authority of Sharif 
Husayn, others insisted on a complete separation of Syria from the Hijaz 
and the rest of Arabia. While members of the former group offered assur- 
ances that they did not support the creation of an Arab caliphate under the 
sharif, haggling reportedly continued over other issues: borders; whether 
Britain, France, or the four entente nations (Britain, France, the United 
States, and Italy) acting in concert should guide Syria toward indepen- 
dence; and whether the selected Western nation or nations would merely 
provide technical assistance or would be allowed to assume a more intru- 
sive supervisory role. 

The acrimony within the Arab Club increased, however, as those whom 


49. The three seemed to be repeating the argument made earlier in the month 
by representatives of the “Circle of Young Catholics.” The attempt made by the 
Arab Club to incorporate the circle failed because the latter group objected to the 
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both the government and foreign observers regarded as “extremists” >! 
fought to assume control of the organization's policy and tactics. Some in- 
surgent members, banding together informally, disrupted Arab Club events. 
In March 1919, for example, “a gang of young men of the Arab Club” led 
by Sa‘ad al-Din al-Mu’ayyad, a member of the executive committee of the 
Arab Club, and Fa’iz al-Khuri, Faris al-Khuri’s younger brother, disrupted 
a fundraising event for the Alliance israélite hosted by ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi 
and Amir Zayd. According to a French report, the group interrupted the 


gathering which they judged did not conform to their reasonable 
doctrines . . . [T]he incident is insignificant in itself, but it indicates 
the state of affairs created, little by little, by a small band which has 
taken over the club and which intends to direct the affairs of Syria to 
its liking . . 5 


Dissident members of the Arab Club did not merely confine their con- 
tention to activities that took place within private meetings, however. 
Because the Arab government promoted the club as a means to bridge the 
gap that separated the government from the indigenous population, and 
because the government had thus entrusted the club with the task of or- 
dering and mobilizing the population, internal fissures traversed the walls 
of the clubhouse as club members took their disagreements with the orga- 
nization or with the Arab government to the streets. One Arab Club mem- 
ber, playwright and newspaper editor Ma‘ruf al-Arna’ut, for example, was 
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so successful in pioneering innovative theatrical techniques for spread- 
ing news and “extremist” and “anti-Christian” political propaganda from 
coffeehouse to coffeehouse that British authorities demanded his expulsion 
from Damascus and later arrested him for committing the same transgres- 
sions in Aleppo.* 

The activities of al-Arna’ut and others might be seen as an important 
step in the process through which the Arab government and the Arab Club 
forfeited control of political debate and the streets to the popular commit- 
tees that emerged after the first year of Faysali rule. While the young “hot- 
heads” who began to fill the ranks of the Arab Club of Damascus or who 
acted independently also took advantage of the newly politicized public 
spaces, they brought with them a radically different political agenda and, 
increasingly, organic linkages with the Damascene population. Loosely af- 
filiated club members such as Rida al-Hariri, Abu Muhammad Hasan al- 
Kharrat (a gabaday [quarter thug] from the quarter of Shaghur who would 
later play a prominent role in the Great Revolt of 192554), Shukri Khusari, 
Hasan Ma‘ruf, Dib Sa‘id and his brothers, Amin Trabulsi, Mustafa al- 
Zaghat, and Khalil Zirabli spread their brand of Arab nationalism in the 
sugs of Hamidiyya and Ma’dhanat al-Shahm, and in the neighborhoods of 
Shaghur, Bab Sarija, and Suwayqa.® “No grandiloquent speeches, how- 
ever; no flashy gatherings,” complained one French observer. 


To the contrary, a quantity of private meetings where . . . the same agents 
call on brave Syrians to sacrifice themselves for the cause of complete in- 
dependence without protection or supervision. The lies about us mount 
in their wake. Rather the Chinese than the French, desecrators of the true 
religion and violators of women. In the cafés, the well-rehearsed story- 
tellers weave the theme of independence and Islam. Karakuz [himself] 
has become an ardent patriot at the simple invitation of the Arab Club.5¢ 


Thus, during Amir Faysal’s initial sojourn in Europe (he arrived back in 
Damascus at the beginning of May 1919), the battle for control of the Arab 
Club seesawed back and forth between supporters of the Arab government 
and their opponents among the so-called “extremist” wing of the organi- 
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zation. Upon the amir’s return, he responded to British and French com- 
plaints about the Arab Club by overseeing, with the assistance of his mili- 
tary adviser, Nuri al-Sa‘id, the club’s reorganization. Faysal later explained 
his motivations in a speech before the Arab Club of Aleppo: 


I must repeat that our first task after the [King-Crane] Commission de- 
parts, and it will not be a far-reaching task, is to see that our gatherings 
are scientific and cultural, not political. I shall encourage all my country- 
men who are trying to establish learned societies; I shall be happy to see 
my name registered among theirs. 

You would like me to say more about politics, but I think I have said 
enough. I am talking now about learning. I want this club, before which 
I have the honor to stand, to be a servant of knowledge and a source of 
culture. These people may well contemplate their future with satisfaction. 

We must be brothers and permit no parties to divide us or influence 
our future. He who suffers an injury at the hands of anyone is to bear 
it patiently and notify a responsible official of what took place. Perhaps 
there are deceivers who want you to quarrel among yourselves, as has 
happened in the past, so that they can besmirch our reputation before 
the world and say we do not deserve self-rule. I warn you of the conse- 
quences of these things—God grant that you not hear or see them.*” 


Although tempted to ban the organization entirely, both the entente 
powers and Amir Faysal were satisfied with its reorganization. While the 
British in particular sensed that the organization “provided a safety valve 
and its abolition would merely lead to underground and possibly dan- 
gerous conspiracies,” Faysal feared that dismantling the club would pro- 
voke the creation of an organized opposition party.*® The amir therefore 
stacked the committees of the Arab Club with allies of the Arab govern- 
ment, in the process replacing Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar with the 
seemingly more trustworthy Salim ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hajj Ibrahim. Like 
al-Muzaffar, al-Hajj Ibrahim was a Palestinian; unlike the former Arab Club 
president, he had been a member of al-Fatat during World War I, during 
which time he had worked on behalf of the sharifian cause.*° 

However, because the activities of the club and its dissident members 
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had, deliberately as well as inadvertently, expanded not only the number of 
Syrians mobilized for political action but the scope of their political activi- 
ties, the organization could not merely function as “a servant of knowledge 
and a source of culture.” Some organizers, whose endeavors were sanc- 
tioned by the newly reconstituted leadership of the Arab Club, extended 
their activities beyond the controlled mobilization of the population and, 
seeking the endorsement of public opinion, engaged the dissidents in pub- 
lic debate. Soon after the reorganization of the Arab Club, for example, the 
executive committee authorized the dissemination of pro-sharifian, pro- 
entente leaflets throughout Damascus, signed “The Sword, The Fire, and 
The Ardor of Youth.” One representative tract reads as follows: 


There are among you certain individuals lacking morality who have sold 
their honor to those who would place on our necks the yoke of colonial- 
ism. These individuals have spread false rumors and relate gossip to win 
over the representatives of certain powers, hoping by these base intrigues 
to bring about their desires. 

They have published, and continue to publish that France will occupy 
Syria. They ignore their own faults by doing this, for noble France, which 
has fought with the allies for the deliverance of nations and the indepen- 
dence of peoples, will ignore their base behavior. 

To these individuals who seek the gold which would be their reward, 
we say that Britain and France have, by their own free will, given their 
assent to the independence of Syria. Shame on these impostors! Our 
compatriots who ignore these lies know that Syria will be free! 

Greetings to those who follow the truth.” 


Both the idiom and bizarre logic of this tract reveal the extent to which the 
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opponents of the Arab government, including Arab Club dissidents, had, 
as early as the spring of 1919, begun to define and eventually dominate 
the terms of political debate. For example, club members Khayr al-Din al- 
Zirikli, Tawfiq al-Muffarij, and Habib Kahala—editors, respectively, of the 
newspapers al-Mufid and al-Mu’ayyad, Harmiin, and Siriyya al-jadida— 
continued their dissident activities by organizing secret anti-sharifian 
groups such as “Black Hand” and the ominously named “Inescapable Fate” 
(al-qada@’ al-mubram). Among the posted broadsheets of the former group 
that appeared during the same period was one condemning Faysal for di- 
viding the Muslim world in the face of Western imperialism. It also com- 
pared the spinelessness of the Arab government with the resolution of the 
Kemalists fighting the French in Anatolia: 


Woe unto him who has sold the fatherland! Awaken, O Syrians, and be 
vigilant! Your fatherland has been sold and you must take revenge on 
those who have sold it! * 


Although the Arab Club continued to organize demonstrations and-en- 
gage in propaganda activities to promote the policies of the Arab govern- 
ment even after the onset of the Evacuation Crisis and the initialing of the 
Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement, the government's authority continued to 
wane as its strategy for achieving independence for a united Syria through 
diplomacy unraveled and the economy of Syria foundered. The enfeeble- 
ment of governmental authority naturally devalued the political capital of 
its allies among the mutanawwiriin of the Arab Club. As the issue of de- 
fense began to dominate political discussion, as the logic of military pre- 
paredness animated the construction of popularly based organizations that 
were compatible with mass mobilization, and as those popularly based or- 
ganizations increasingly took control of the nationalist agenda, the Arab 
Club goal of defining the contours of the nation and molding public opin- 
ion to match those contours proved ever more elusive. 


THE ARAB CLUB OUTSIDE DAMASCUS 


During the summer and autumn of 1918, the future leaders of the Arab 
government and their allies not only consolidated branches of the Arab 
Club throughout Palestine and in Damascus but organized or encouraged 
the organization of new affiliates in Aleppo, Homs, and Hama. Over the 
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next year, Arab Club organizers founded chapters throughout the territory 
of Syria and beyond, from al-Salt in the south to Istanbul in the north, 
where members of the Syrian diaspora still lived.® In most cases, large, 
centrally located chapters organized and/or maintained the subsidiaries 
established in their environs. The Arab Club of Damascus took responsi- 
bility for supervising affiliates in surrounding villages; the Arab Club of 
Aleppo organized satellite chapters to the east in al-Furat, Baghdad, and 
Mosul; and the Arab Club of Nablus transmitted funds and instructions 
from the Damascus headquarters to other Palestinian branches, including 
the sizable chapter based in Jerusalem. 

The Arab Club branches throughout the region were linked to the cen- 
tral branch located in Damascus. The local chapters recognized the Arab 
Club in the capital as primus inter pares and, on occasion, took part in re- 
gionwide political campaigns organized by the Arab Club of Damascus. 
Nevertheless, each of the largest branches maintained an independence 
that ensured that cooperation would remain, at best, sporadic. In the spring 
of 1919, for example, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar, representing the Arab 
Club of Damascus, toured Palestine to persuade local Arab Club leaders to 
coordinate their upcoming testimony before the King-Crane Commission 
and to endorse the Damascus chapter's call for British aid and technical as- 
sistance for Syria. Although Amir Faysal himself favored al-Muzaffar’s po- 
sition, and although, according to Darwaza, al-Muzaffar offered bribes to 
the Palestinian leadership for their support, the local organizations rebuffed 
his overtures. 

Only after the reorganization of the Arab Club in Damascus on the eve 
of the Evacuation Crisis—the period during which rumors of the entente 
“betrayal” proliferated and the organization of neighborhood militias be- 
gan in earnest—does it appear that the Damascus club, probably in re- 
sponse to popular agitation, attempted to exert tighter control over its 
affiliates. At the beginning of September 1919, an article in al-‘Asima an- 
nounced plans for an upcoming meeting to be held in Damascus to draw up 
general rules for all clubs. One month later, representatives from Arab 
Club affiliates met in the capital and agreed to publish a magazine, al- 
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Andiya (Clubs), and to found in every Syrian city Arab Club “squads” 
(arhat al-nddi al-‘arabi ) staffed by members of the Damascus club to over- 
see volunteers performing “benevolent acts.” There is no evidence to indi- 
cate that these plans ever came to fruition. Indeed, if the Arab government 
and the leadership of the Arab Club of Damascus proposed the creation of 
the squads to distract Syrians from military activities by engaging them in 
the moral equivalent of war, their plan failed, and soon thereafter the Arab 
Club of Damascus itself contacted clubs in Homs, Hama, and Aleppo “invit- 
ing volunteers to join immediately troops at the frontier.” © 

For the most part, then, both the activities and structure of Arab Club 
affiliates outside Damascus reflected local concerns and conditions. The 
influence of indigenous patterns of political and social organization on in- 
dividual chapters of the Arab Club was perhaps most evident in Palestine, 
where clubs in Nablus and Jerusalem, for example, not only differed in 
significant ways from clubs in cities outside Palestine, but from each other 
as well. 

A fairly homogeneous merchant elite, linked by commercial ties with 
other cities in the Levant, played an important role in Nablus society. The 
coalition of individuals who founded and maintained control of the city’s 
Arab Club thus resembled, in terms of occupation and social background, 
the coalition of middle strata and landowning activists who formed the 
backbone of the Damascus and Aleppo clubs: Hafiz Kan‘an was a physician 
and early member of al-Fatat; al-Hajj Tawfiq Hammad was a landowner, 
former deputy in the Ottoman Parliament, and president of the local 
Muslim-Christian Association; and Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza was trained 
as a bureaucrat but had spent much of his life as a political activist. In con- 
trast, the more insular elites of Jerusalem were less dependent on trade and 
industry, less connected to broader Syrian issues, and more liable to adopt 
organizational strategies described by the “politics of notables” model that 
reflected the high level of interfamilial competition. The Arab Club of 
Jerusalem, led by al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni, Hilmi al-Husayni, Ibrahim al- 
Husayni, Jamil al-Husayni, Shaykh Hasan Abu Su‘ud (the Shafi‘i mufti 
of Jerusalem), and, ex officio, Shaykh Muhammad Salih, head of the Arab 
Club’s Rawdat al-Ma‘arif School, became little more than a tool of the pow- 
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erful Husayni family. Thus, while the Nablus organizers consciously sought 
to transcend religious and clan loyalties by building coalitions with other na- 
tionalist political organizations such as al-Fatat and the Muslim-Christian 
Associations, the Arab Club of Jerusalem remained locked in permanent 
contention with the Jerusalem chapter of the Literary Society, which was 
dominated by the rival Nashashibi clan.” 

What little documentation exists about the day-to-day activities of the 
two Arab Clubs seems to confirm these underlying differences. While 
both chapters encouraged many of the same endeavors, the Nablus chapter 
seemed to concentrate on promoting activities that paralleled those un- 
dertaken by the Arab Club in the Syrian capital. Like the Arab Club of 
Damascus, for example, the Nablus chapter organized charities, lectures, 
and benefit theater parties to which local mutanawwiriin were invited. 
The Jerusalem chapter, on the other hand, animated no doubt by interelite 
rivalries that put a premium on militancy, focused on anti-Zionist activi- 
ties. According to one British observer, the chapter armed its members 
with small arms, prepared lists of names and addresses of local Zionists 
and their supporters, organized loyalists in Amman, trained and appointed 
agents to collect information about Zionist activities, infiltrated and propa- 
gandized among the police and gendarmerie, and “[taught] . . . pan-Arab 
ideals to children, especially those in Residieh and Raudat el-Maarif [sic] 
Schools.” ° 

As with the Arab Clubs of Palestine, the Arab government initially en- 
couraged and even facilitated the formation of the largest and most influen- 
tial club outside the capital?—the Arab Club of Aleppo. Nevertheless, as 
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with the Arab Clubs of Palestine, over the course of the twenty-two-month 
Faysali period, local conditions were more important than directives from 
Damascus in shaping both the club’s composition and its activities. 

Many of the difficulties faced by Aleppans in the immediate aftermath 
of the war have already been discussed in the Introduction. As a commer- 
cial center oriented toward Anatolia and the Iraqi hinterland, Aleppo’s 
economy had not only suffered severe dislocations during World War I, but 
commercial conditions continued to deteriorate even after the installation 
of the Arab government in Damascus. Not only had the Ottoman army 
confiscated merchants’ goods and pack animals necessary for overland trade 
during the war, for example, but it had destroyed important rail links con- 
necting the city with outside markets to prevent them from falling into the 
hands of the advancing Anglo-Arab army. Other rail links fell into a state 
of disrepair during the postwar period. Trade also suffered as the depreda- 
tions of bedouin and chete (bands of Turkish irregulars) virtually guar- 
anteed that Aleppo’s hinterland would remain inaccessible to merchants 
and travelers. Finally, customs barriers imposed in the postwar period re- 
stricted trade with Turkey, Iraq, and commercially vital coastal cities.”1 

An interview that Gertrude Bell conducted with Ihsan al-Jabiri in Oc- 
tober 1919 reveals the relationship connecting the economic anxieties of 
Aleppan elites and their political predilections. Al-Jabiri, scion of a promi- 
nent landowning family, Arab Club member, and onetime president of the 
Aleppo municipality, embodied all the contradictions inherent in the na- 
tionalist tendency in Aleppo. On the one hand, he was a member of al-Fatat 
(joining after the war) who attended Amir Faysal as chamberlain. At the 
behest of the Arab government, he participated in the “Committee of 
Arabian Brotherhood,” an organization set up after the February 1919 
massacre of Armenians to promote intercommunal harmony and to dem- 
onstrate to the entente powers that the massacre was an aberration and did 
not reflect the true level of civilization in Syria. On the other hand, al- 
Jabiri had not only served in the Ottoman government, returning to Syria 
several months after the conclusion of hostilities, but like many Aleppans 
from his social milieu, continued to harbor pro-Turkish sentiments in 
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the postwar period.” In the interview, al-Jabiri expressed concern about 
Aleppo’s access to the port of Alexandretta, the future of the Baghdad rail- 
way, and the “disastrous” economic implications of the proposed severance 
of Syria from Iraq. According to Bell, “The settlement which he would pre- 
fer[,] and his opinion was echoed by several others, ulama and ashraf . . . 
would be a nominal Turkish suzereignty [sic] over all Arab provinces, com- 
bined with decentralized Arab administration under British protection.” 
French sources also suggest that al-Jabiri‘s concerns about the economic 
consequences of the division of Syria were not unique: one month before 
the French occupation of inland Syria, for example, “un grand nombre” of 
merchants reputedly prepared a petition for the French high commissioner 
in Beirut requesting that Alexandretta, Aleppo, and Cilicia be united under 
French control.”4 

But economics was not the sole reason for the estrangement of Aleppans 
from the Arab government and for the feeling among some observers that, 
in the immediate aftermath of the war, the city probably contained more 
partisans of the Turks than of the sharifians.”> Some of the pro-Turkish 
sentiment can be attributed to cultural affinities that connected Aleppans 
with their neighbors to the north. In addition, the successful anti-French 
resistance launched by the Kemalists—an energetic resistance that con- 
trasted sharply with the hesitant diplomatic strategy pursued by the Arab 
government—and the gainful opportunities offered by participation in 
raids launched by Turkish partisans also bolstered the pro-Turkish ardor in 
the city. Furthermore, while many, fairly or unfairly, ascribed the deterio- 
ration of urban conditions in Aleppo to the indifference of the Arab gov- 
ernment or to its policies, others chafed at the fact that choice government 
posts—both in Aleppo and in Damascus—seemed to be reserved for Iraqis 
and Palestinians who had participated in the Arab Revolt or who had shown 
themselves loyal to the regime. Whether or not they were “convinced that 
the ‘bedouins’ [i.e., the sharifians] are too inferior to impose themselves on 
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the Aleppan aristocracy,” as one French observer reported, many elites in 
the city reacted bitterly to rule from Damascus.”6 

The history of the Arab Club of Aleppo must be placed within this con- 
text. Sharif Nasr, nephew of Amir Faysal, entered Aleppo at the head of the 
Arab army on the night of 23 October 1918. According to historian Kamil 
Ghazzi, a little over a week and a half later a group of “Arab youths” took 
over the former headquarters of the local Committee of Union and Prog- 
ress, renamed it “nddi al-‘arab,” and began issuing a newspaper, al-‘Arab.”” 
Whatever the identity of these youths, an Arab Club leadership soon 
emerged from the ranks of some of the most prominent families and politi- 
cians of the city. The first president of the Arab Club of Aleppo was Mas‘ud 
al-Kawakibi, a member of a highly regarded religious family.”* Assisting 
him was al-Hajj Najib al-Baqi, scion to a wealthy and influential local fam- 
ily, who became the first secretary of the chapter. Rashid al-Tali‘a (gover- 
nor of the province of Aleppo), Ibrahim Hananu (president of the pro- 
vincial council), Rushdi Bey al-Safadi (commander of the Arab army in 
Aleppo), Nabih al-‘Azma (the chief of police of Aleppo and brother of 
Yusuf al-‘Azma, the hero of Maysalun), Tahir al-Kayyali (a member of the 
most prominent landowning family in the city), and Sami al-Sarraj all as- 
sumed influential positions in the administration of the club.” 

Initially, the activities of the Arab Club of Aleppo differed little from ac- 
tivities that the mutanawwirtn planned for the Arab Club of Damascus. It 
thus arranged the greeting for Faysal during the amir’s first trip to the north, 
hosted receptions for “Ali Rida al-Rikabi and Francois Georges-Picot, and 
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organized petition campaigns in the city and its environs supporting the 
appointment of Faysal as the Syrian representative to the Paris confer- 
ence.® But while the founders and leaders of the Arab Club of Aleppo be- 
longed to the same occupational and estate categories as the founders and 
leaders of the Arab Club of Damascus, and while some remained loyal to 
the policies of the Arab government, others within the club were not so in- 
clined. As a result, the autumn 1919 crisis, which diminished the authority 
and credibility of the Arab government, cleaved the Arab Club of Damas- 
cus, and flustered many of that club’s supporters, encouraged a group of 
merchants and notables within the Arab Club of Aleppo to forge new al- 
liances and undertake unconventional forms of political activity. 

Thus, in the aftermath of the Evacuation Crisis, members of the Arab 
Club of Aleppo, acting in conjunction with comitajis (members of partisan 
gangs) operating in the area and with members of the local committee of 
national defense, established their own political order in Aleppo and its en- 
virons. As will be detailed in the next chapter, Ibrahim Hananu, working 
through the Aleppo committee of national defense, became a principal or- 
ganizer of the northern Syria military campaign against the French, a cam- 
paign that lasted through 1921. During the early phases of this insurrec- 
tion, al-Hajj Najib al-Baqi acted as intermediary between Hananu and the 
local committee, collecting and distributing money and weapons for guer- 
rilla activities. Rashid al-Tali‘a and Rushdi Bey al-Safadi likewise supported 
the activities of the Aleppo committee of national defense. While president 
of the Arab Club of Aleppo, al-Safadi not only aligned the club with the 
committee but personally participated in the organization of neighborhood 
militias. Tahir al-Kayyali, who became president of the club after al-Safadi, 
was also a member of the local committee of national defense and served 
as the chief of a pro-Kemalist guerrilla band that centered its activities in 
nearby Idlib. Other members of the Kayyali family —Dr. ‘Abd al-Rahman 
al-Kayyali, ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Kayyali, Shaykh Kamil al-Kayyali, Muham- 
mad Darwish al-Kayyali, Sami al-Kayyali—were, like Tahir al-Kayyali, 
members of the Arab Club, the committee of national defense, or both.®! In 
sum, a group of the city’s most prestigious citizens, animated by the gen- 
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eral crisis of autumn 1919 and by local concerns, transformed the Arab Club 
of Aleppo into a centerpiece of a regionwide nexus of armed bands and pop- 
ular political associations. 

Although the Arab Club of Aleppo forged its political alliances under 
conditions that were unique, the club’s reorientation betrays the more gen- 
eral direction taken by Syrian politics during this period. For almost a year 
after the end of World War I, nationalist elites, working both through the 
Arab government and through organizations such as the Arab Club, had 
arrogated political power to themselves. In exchange, they professed an 
ability to create effective institutions of governance, guide the nation to in- 
dependence, and guarantee security and prosperity. By the autumn of 1919, 
they had realized none of these goals. Instead, they had unintentionally ac- 
complished something very different: as a result of the mobilizations spon- 
sored by the Arab government and the Arab Club, the nationalist elites had 
expanded the public’s expectations of politics as well as the public’ partici- 
pation in political activity. As a result, they now found themselves forced 
to contend with new claimants for political leadership and new forms of po- 
litical organization. 
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2 The Popular Committees 


The unilateral decision by the British government to withdraw its forces 
from Syria and the subsequent Anglo-French accord marked both a sym- 
bolic and a real turning point in the history of Faysali Syria. Because both 
the decision and the accord were reached without consulting the Arab gov- 
ernment, it was apparent that the latter’s strategy of winning independence 
by demonstrating to the entente powers that Syria was already prepared 
for independence had failed. The Arab government and its supporters in al- 
Fatat and the Arab Club now found themselves on the defensive, facing not 
only a reinvigorated opposition led by political elites but also a population 
whose partial mobilization they had authorized but now were unable to 
control. 

In the wake of the withdrawal decision, the British government reduced 
by half the stipend it had been paying to the Arab government and then 
withheld or delayed monthly payments to punish the Arab government for 
a variety of transgressions. As a result of British parsimony, the Arab gov- 
ernment was no longer able to buy off its political rivals. Worse still, the 
government could no longer afford to pay “protection” money to bedouin 
to assure their support and good behavior. The collapse of security in the 
countryside spilled over into urban areas, further exacerbating already 
difficult economic conditions. The economy of inland Syria went into a free 
fall, taking along with it both the power of, and much of the remaining ap- 
probation for, the Arab government. 

As refugees from the Biga‘ Valley and other zones of conflict entered the 
already crowded popular quarters of Damascus and other cities of Syria, as 
peasants sought asylum from the pillaging of gangs that seemed to raid with 
impunity, and as Syria lurched from one economic and political crisis to an- 
other, the pace of the ongoing breakdown of traditional patterns of political 
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and social organization accelerated. While, depending on the circumstances, 
the emergent new patterns of political and social organization either sub- 
sumed previously held relationships within a new framework or bypassed 
them altogether, they had the overall effect of enabling Syrians to cope 
more effectively with their changed conditions. 

Soon after the onset of the Evacuation Crisis, a diverse group of Syrians 
began constructing an interlocking set of committees that, while ostensibly 
founded to organize the defense of Syria or to assume functions abandoned 
by the Arab government, might be seen as the institutionalized expression 
of these new patterns of political and social organization. Although the 
original initiative that led to the founding of these new organizations came 
in part from a small number of political activists who belonged to prominent 
families, had participated in the activities of al-Fatat or the Syrian Union, 
or both, leadership did not remain exclusively in their hands. Instead, a 
new type of local leadership emerged, often chosen through elections in 
which large numbers of adult male Syrians participated. Because respon- 
sibility for the organization and activities of local committees devolved 
downward, small merchants, ulama, merchant ulama, gabadayat, recent 
immigrants to cities, and others who had previously been excluded from 
nationalist politics or whose participation had been superficial now assumed 
a central role in public life. They distributed emergency relief, manned pa- 
trols for local protection, outfitted and trained militias for national defense, 
secured provisions for their quarters and cities, assessed and collected taxes, 
and, in some cases, dispensed justice and enacted legislation. Furthermore, 
because they brought values and symbols apposite to the milieu from which 
they came, their participation in political activity transformed the charac- 
ter of nationalism in Syria. 


THE ORIGINS OF THE POPULAR COMMITTEES 


The British and French governments ratified the agreement that outlined 
the terms of the British withdrawal from Syria on 15 September 1919. Im- 
mediately thereafter, Yasin al-Hashimi, the president of the war council of 
the Arab government, called for the enlistment of twelve thousand volun- 
teers to defend Syria.1 While patriotism may have been one factor influenc- 
ing al-Hashimi, it was certainly not the only one. A professional soldier 
from a lower-middle-class Iraqi family and an early supporter of al-Fatat, 
al-Hashimi had nevertheless refused command of the Arab army during 
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World War I and remained in Ottoman service. Distrustful of the British 
and the Hashemites and disdainful of the Arab Revolt, he had reportedly 
believed that Arab officers in the Ottoman army should spearhead any up- 
rising against the Turks. After the war, al-Hashimi received his commis- 
sion from the Arab government and subsequently did everything possible 
to consolidate the Arab military forces under his sole command. “His 
Turkish training has stamped him Turkish, the military Teutonized Turk, 
not the Effendi,” complained an observer in a profile written at the instruc- 
tion of the British government. “Intensely ambitious he aims at personal 
aggrandisement and is not really in sympathy with the Syrians or Prince 
Feisal.” Arguing that the sharifian forces were ill-disciplined and that their 
mission had ended with the conquest of Damascus, al-Hashimi ordered 
them disbanded, on occasion forcibly disarming units personally loyal to 
Amir Faysal.? 

Frequently in conflict with the other members of the inner circle of the 
Arab government, al-Hashimi took advantage of the absence of Faysal (the 
amir had been out of the country a mere three days when the enlistment of 
volunteers began) and the youth and naiveté of Faysal’s surrogate, Amir 
Zayd, to institute a new military structure, a committee of national defense 
(lajnat al-difa‘ al-watani). According to al-Hashimi’s plan, local notables, 
working through “commissions of recruitment,” were to enlist volunteers 
in a military force that would be under the supervision of the committee 
and, by extension, be loyal to al-Hashimi alone.’ British pressure forced 
the Arab government to disavow the committee of national defense within 
a week. “’The Committee of National Defense’ and its public activities have 
no official sanction,” read an announcement in the government journal al- 
‘Asima, “and no compulsory military service exists.”* The Arab govern- 
ment dismantled the committee, and two months later the British kid- 
napped al-Hashimi and exiled him to Palestine. 
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The dissolution of al-Hashimi’s committee of national defense did not 
affect the drive for volunteers. Even before the September 15 Accord, op- 
ponents of the Arab government’s policy of negotiation and compromise 
with the entente powers had begun recruiting military units. After the 
signing of the accord, the recruitment expanded as a variety of political as- 
sociations and urban and rural notables scrambled to form volunteer com- 
panies. The Arab Club of Damascus, for example, commissioned Fakhri al- 
Barudi, a wartime member of al-Fatat, and Nasib al-Bakri to organize and 
equip volunteer units. On paper, al-Bakri’s regiment comprised approxi- 
mately three hundred men, of which about one-third were cavalry. 

In part, fear motivated the notables who enlisted volunteer detachments: 
as some notables armed their clients, prudence required that others respond 
in kind, particularly as formal structures that should have guaranteed both 
urban and rural security collapsed. According to an American diplomat sta- 
tioned in Aleppo, 

the condition locally and throughout the surrounding country grows 
more grave daily. Aleppo has become the rendezvous of the chiefs of 
the hundreds of villages of the entire territory hereabouts, who, together 
with practically all the important landed proprietors of Aleppo, are arm-. 


ing the peasantry with modern rifles and ammunition. Each chief regards 
his neighbor and even his own men with a certain suspicion.® 


In addition to fear, however, affiliation with and support for volunteer units 
took on the trappings of a status symbol. A report in al-‘Asima about a reg- 
iment recruited by the Arab Club from among its members ended by ex- 
plaining, with a touch of irony, that “a large number of esteemed ulama, 
writers, and sons of notables [of the regiment] are awaiting the finishing 
touches by their tailors on the details of their military uniforms.”” Accord- 
ing to another report in the same journal, Khalid al-‘Azm, son of the con- 
servative landowner Muhammad Fawzi al-‘Azm (whose attitude toward 
Amir Faysal and al-Fatat was recounted in the previous chapter), regularly 
donned a military uniform before stepping out in the evenings. The ex- 
citement even swept up the impressionable amir Zayd, who joined a regi- 
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ment organized by the Arab Club “as a soldier” and donated twenty-five 
uniforms to his unit.® 

These regiments could hardly be considered “popular militias,” nor 
could their establishment be considered an indication of the emergence of 
a popular political movement per se. Although both notables working alone 
or through organizations such as the Arab Club and military officers loyal 
to al-Hashimi recruited volunteers from among the lower classes, each 
militia remained autonomous and acted independently, like the army of a 
feudal baron. While the excitement aroused by agitation and recruitment 
for defense stimulated the process of mobilization, the autonomy and ver- 
tical structure of each militia frustrated the emergence of an institutional 
framework that might have promoted a broader set of loyalties. That frame- 
work did take shape through the efforts of individuals such as Kamil al- 
Qassab, the founder of the Higher National Committee, who envisioned a 
national movement that was radically different from that supported by the 
Arab government and its allies. 

Kamil al-Qassab, like many other activists associated with the Higher 
National Committee, came from a modest background. His father, a mer- 
chant from Homs, moved to Damascus before the birth of his son and died 
when Kamil al-Qassab was seven. His mother (whose maiden name he 
took as his own when he was a youth) was a member of the Karim family 
of the ‘Uqayba quarter of Damascus, a family that included not only mer- 
chants but gabadayat.? Al-Qassab received a traditional education in his 
quarter, then, at age twenty-five, completed his education at al-Azhar in 
Egypt, where he studied with, among others, the Islamic modernist ‘alim 
Muhammad ‘Abduh. Upon his return to Damascus, he founded a school, 
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the Madrasa al-‘Uthmaniyya (later the Madrasa al-Kamiliyya) in Hayy 
Buzuriyya.’° 
According to Ahmad Hilmi al-“Allaf, a former student at the Madrasa al- 
‘Uthmaniyya, the curriculum and pedagogy offered at the school reflected 
an idiosyncratic amalgam of traditionalist and modern influences. On the 
one hand, the school had a reputation for attracting instructors of high 
quality and for offering instruction in nontraditional subjects, such as the- 
ater, mathematics, and geography. On the other hand, the school continued 
to emphasize traditional subjects, such as grammar and sarf (Arabic inflec- 
tion), in what al-‘Allaf calls “the old and sterile manner” of memorization 
and repetition. Al-Qassab taught sarf himself (“He had us memorize in the 
form, ‘Know that there are thirty-five gates of inflection ... .’ and in this 
manner to the end without understanding”) and was noted for the harsh 
punishments he inflicted on ill-prepared or ill-disciplined students: 


For [the student] who did not master his lessons word-for-word, there 
was a bamboo cane tucked under his [al-Qassab’s] arm. He listened 

to each student in the class one-by-one. The student read what was 
demanded, and looked at the eyes of Shaykh Kamil] which exuded mal- 
ice and anger, at his glowering face, at the stick under his arm, and at 
the grammar book in his hand. He followed what we read, and if we 
made a mistake or hesitated or stopped, the cane arose with a complete 
motion... 

It is worth noting that Shaykh Kamil did not land these blows to 
guide the student; rather these blows were the result of strife between 
him and his wife or someone else. He rounded out his struggle with the 
erring student, showering him with blows until he was on the brink of 
shattering him, and sometimes it was not sufficient to strike the legs 
without [first] anointing them with water. He struck them with all his 
might, sometimes as many as twenty blows.” 


Because, according to al-‘Allaf, corporal punishment was not commonly 
practiced in schools during this period, he suggests that its use in the 
Madrasa al-‘Uthmaniyya may have been responsible for the high rate of 
turnover among instructors and for the deterioration of the school’s repu- 
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tation. Al-‘Allaf, like many other students, departed the madrasa, enrolling 
in a government-sponsored school that he claimed was less old-fashioned." 

Kamil al-Qassab joined al-Fatat when the organization moved from 
Paris to Beirut in 1913. During the war, he undertook two missions for the 
society. In 1915, al-Fatat sent him to Egypt to ascertain the political opin- 
ions of Syrians in exile there and to determine British attitudes toward the 
nationalist movement. Arrested in Alexandria, al-Qassab obtained his re- 
lease as a result of the entreaties made on his behalf by Rashid Rida and 
Rafiq al-‘Azm, two members of the Ottoman Administrative Decentraliza- 
tion Party. Later that year, al-Qassab once again traveled on behalf of al- 
Fatat, this time to the Hijaz, where he served as the envoy to Sharif Husayn. 
He remained with the sharif until the beginning of 1918, giving him enough 
time to form an opinion of the Hijazi leadership and of the Arab Revolt that 
he carried back to Syria when he returned there after the war. As later re- 
ported by journalist and political gadfly Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib: 


Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib and Shaykh Kamil al-Qassab wanted all the 
best for King Husayn and his sons, on the condition that they would 
want all the best for the nation which they would lead. But King Husayn 
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and his sons lived and died with the beliefs of the age of feudalism, that 
the nation is the domain of the king. 


There is evidence that, unbeknownst to British authorities and the sha- 
rifian administration in the Hijaz, al-Qassab organized for an independent 
political committee while in Mecca. A petition signed by a dozen Syrians 
based in the city (most of whom were former officers in the Ottoman army) 
and addressed to al-Qassab reads as follows: 


To al-Qassab (15 July 1918): We, the Syrians in Mecca, wish to inform 
your national committee [lajna qawmiyya] that we support it, its prin- 
ciples, and its activities, and that we have been following [it] for many 
years. [Our] country has offered up the flower of its youth and the best 
of its men as precious victims [to these principles] in the nooses and in 
front of the trenches. These principles, which we shall support as long as 
we live, are the struggle for the independence of our Arab country, its 
unity, and its governance by civil structures based on freedom, equality, 
and brotherhood between all its sons regardless of personal or religious 
beliefs. We shall support every action that you do in fulfillment of these 
principles with all our might. We hope that God will enable you and us 
to succeed in our goal of advancing the fatherland and the happiness of 
its sons.15 


While it is possible that the signatories are referring to al-Fatat or al-‘Ahd, 
the existence of an independent “national committee” for Syrian exiles in 
the Hijaz is not implausible, given al-Qassab’s misgivings about the Arab 
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Dimashq, 659; Fa’iz al-Ghugayn, Mudhakkarati ‘an al-thawra, 213; Muhibb al-Din 
al-Khatib, autobiographical manuscript kept in the Salafiyya Library in Cairo and 
in Markaz al-watha’iq al-tarikhiyya in Damascus, 43. See also al-Khatib’s autobio- 
graphical series in al-Thaqafa (Algiers), serialized between January 1972 (1:6) and 
December/January 1973 (3:18). Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib was an enigmatic figure: 
he edited Sharif Husayn’s newspaper, al-Qibla, at a time when he was, according to 
his later writings, already disillusioned with the Arab Revolt, and he edited and 
wrote for the Arab government newspaper al-‘Asima while working as secretary 
for the Higher National Committee. In part, his seemingly contradictory political 
activities and ideas replicated the contradictions inherent in salafism, which sought 
to balance Enlightenment ideals and Islamic authenticity. Although his actual views 
may never be known, his writings nevertheless provide valuable information about 
contemporary debates, and historians owe him a debt of gratitude for conserving 
documents relating to the early nationalist movement. For an alternative view of al- 
Khatib’s nationalist activities, see Muslih, “Rise of Local Nationalism,” 174-175. 

15. Document contained in SL:LW. 
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Revolt and his concerns about the relationship that had developed between 
British officials and exiled nationalists in Egypt. It would not have been out 
of character for al-Qassab, who used his time abroad to establish connec- 
tions between his Syrian-based networks and diaspora Syrians, to have 
founded such a committee. Nor would the establishment of such a com- 
mittee have been ineffective: the disillusionment al-Qassab felt toward the 
sharifians was not unique, and while some Syrians had preferred to sit out 
the war in Egypt rather than join Faysal’s Arab army, others followed in the 
footsteps of al-Qassab and abandoned the sharifian cause before the occu- 
pation of Damascus. 

At times, the British treated the activities of the expatriate Syrian na- 
tionalists as a nuisance; at other times, as a threat to the horse they backed. 
They thus adopted a two-pronged strategy toward the expatriates: if they 
could not co-opt them (as they attempted to do by encouraging the estab- 
lishment of the committee that drafted the “Declaration of the Seven”), at 
least they could prevent the Egyptian-based nationalists from establishing 
contact with their compatriots in Syria. As late as mid-December 1918, the 
U.S. military attaché in Cairo complained that the British not only cen- 
sored private correspondence entering Egypt from Syria and Palestine, but 
that they refused permission for newspapers printed in Damascus and 
Beirut to be imported and circulated in the Egyptian capital. 


The Syrian leaders in Egypt have been kept in complete ignorance of the 
state of affairs in Syria. Neither the French nor the British have informed 
these prominent Syrians of the fact that a Cherifean Government has 
actually been established throughout Syria, with the exception of the 
Lebanon and the coast! This appears to be a deliberate means of keeping 
the Syrians muzzled, so that they cannot make their voices heard at Paris 
in the Peace Conference. 

Dr. Nimr, the Editor of el-Mokattam says that he has requested time 
and time again permission to publish editorials and articles expressing 
the desires of the Syrians concerning the future of their country. He was 
informed by the censor that he could say anything he pleased about Syria 
and the Syrian question, but he was not to write anything that touched on 
Great Britain, France, or the Cherif of Mecca, or their interests in Syria! '” 


16. MAEL:SL/vol. 7/179, Service des informations de la marine dans le Levant 
a marine, Paris, 24 December 1918; FO 882/24/85-90, Walrond to Cornwallis, 
13 January 1919. 

17. USNA 165/2075-108/173, U.S. Military Attaché (Cairo), “Facts in Connec- 
tion with the Syrian Question Which Have Recently Been Learned,” 16 December 
1918. According to Rashid Rida, the British in Egypt censored news from Syria un- 
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The British blockade not only prevented news of Syria from reaching Egypt; 
the British government also deliberately obstructed the departure of Syrian 
nationalists based in Egypt who wished to return home. As a result, al- 
Qassab, who had traveled to Egypt after his sojourn in the Hijaz, was forced 
to remain there until April 1919.'8 

Overall, Kamil al-Qassab’s life was filled with an array of seeming in- 
consistencies. His background and early education were modest, his lineage 
on his mother’s side a bit disreputable, and he commanded the loyalty of 
quarter-based gabadayat and petit-bourgeois merchants and ulama. Never- 
theless, he hobnobbed with nationalists from more distinguished back- 
grounds who championed an ideology that reflected their status as “rising 
elites.” He studied with the leading Islamic modernist of his times, Muham- 
mad ‘Abduh, and supported the activities of al-Fatat even before its post- 
war expansion. Yet he led a traditionalist social movement that rejected the 
side of ‘Abduh’s teachings that inspired other nationalist activists to es- 
pouse modernist apologetics and to embrace ideals borrowed from Europe. 

In part, these incongruities might be attributed to the fact that the dis- 
parate influences that shaped al-Qassab’s life and informed his worldview 
placed him at the juncture of the cultural divide described in the Intro- 
duction. Although al-Qassab and a select number of his colleagues in the 
popular committees had been habituated to the culture and idiom of the na- 
tionalist elites, constraints imposed by their experiences and the ambigu- 
ity and precariousness of their social position militated against their assim- 
ilation into the world of those elites and disposed them instead to assume a 
mediatory role between the cultural divisions. Thus, while selectively ex- 
tracting language and symbols from the polemics of the nationalist elites, 
they simultaneously repudiated as alien many of the ideological precepts 
that the nationalist elites had used to sustain those polemics. Through this 
process of selection and recontextualization, al-Qassab and his colleagues 
articulated a nationalism that ostensibly reaffirmed “traditional values” 
yet did so within the institutional and discursive framework of a modern 
national movement. 


til the departure of the King-Crane Commission in the summer of 1919. al-Manar, 
June 1920, 428-429. 

18. In addition to al-Qassab, those who had to wait several months before they 
received travel permits to Syria from Egypt included As‘ad Daghir (who received 
permission to return to Damascus in late December 1918), Fawzi al-Bakri, ‘Abd al- 
Rahman Shahbandar, Khalid al-‘Azm, and Rashid Rida (who was not permitted to 
return home until the late summer of 1919). Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 100-101, 106; 
al-Manar, June 1920, 428-429; Yusuf al-Hakim, Dhikrayat, 3:83. 
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THE HIGHER NATIONAL COMMITTEE 


Like much of the information concerning the popular committees, data on 
the origins of the Higher National Committee, particularly the role that 
other political organizations played in its founding, are both meager and 
contradictory. Several sources attest to the fact that the committee began 
as a project of al-Fatat, of its offshoot, the Arab Independence Party, or of 
both. Ahmad Qadri, a member of al-Fatat during the prewar period and 
later Amir Faysal’s personal physician, claimed that he suggested the for- 
mation of the committee to prevent Faysal from succumbing to pressure 
from those who encouraged the amir to come to terms with the French. 
“When I noticed that all who were in the retinue of the amir encouraged 
him to ratify the treaty with Clemenceau,” Qadri explained, 


I wrote to the central committee of al-Fatat in Damascus with the 
purpose of resisting this idea and benefiting from Shaykh Kamil al- 
Qassab’s impetuosity and expertise in influencing the minds of the 
masses (jamahir) to refuse the treaty. Al-Qassab carried out the request, 
and on 27 November he attended a meeting in [the] Qanawat [quarter 
of Damascus] at the home of the Barudi family. There he delivered an 
enthusiastic speech in which he demanded complete independence, and 
he called on all attendees at the meeting to sign a covenant refusing any 
agreement that impinged on the sovereignty of the nation and its inde- 
pendence. The attendees did not leave until they signed. Thus, al-Qassab 
had the first word in the Higher National Committee.’° 


In contrast, Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, who in his writings overlooks divi- 
sions among nationalists, presents what is probably a similarly mytholo- 
gized version of the founding of the Higher National Committee. When 
Faysal left for Europe, al-Khatib recalled many years later, the amir turned 
to al-Qassab and told him, “I expect you and your patriotic brothers to es- 
tablish a popular movement that will arm the nation and to transform 
Damascus and other cities of Syria into a military barracks and the nation 
into an armed camp.” 2° 

Differences aside, both accounts concur that the Higher National Com- 
mittee was founded as a response to the new political atmosphere that en- 
veloped Syria in the wake of the Evacuation Crisis. Facing mounting popu- 


19. Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 149-150. See also ae Mudhakkarati, 107; 
Kasmieh, al-Hukima al-‘arabiyya fi Dimashq, 144-14 

20. Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, “Mudhakkarat Mubibb al-Din al-Khatib,” al- 
Thagafa (Algiers) 3 (June-July 1973): 92; al-Rimawi, Jam‘iyyat al-‘arabiyya al- 
Fatat al-sirriyya, 104. 
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lar outrage against the actions of Britain and France, the established politi- 
cal organizations looked for ways to channel popular passions and gain con- 
trol over the movement advocating defense. Although the exact role of 
these organizations is obscure, it is clear from the records of the Higher 
National Committee that beginning in late October, notables who had been 
organizing militias in their respective quarters began holding meetings to 
coordinate their activities.) The minutes of one of these meetings, proba- 
bly held on the eve of the formation of the Higher National Committee, re- 
veal both the names of those involved in formulating the final plans for the 
committee and their concerns. In the minutes, participants are divided into 
two categories, one unlabeled and one labeled “a‘yan” (notables). Among 
the legible names on the first list are those of “Shaykh Kamil” (al-Qassab), 
Zayn Murtada (a member of a distinguished Shi‘i family), Yasin Diab (a 
prominent merchant), As‘ad Daghir (the representative of the executive 
committee of the Arab Independence Party), Father Mikhail Shahada, and 
Muhammad Hamdi Safarjalani (an ‘alim). The names of “Fawzi Bey” (al- 
Bakri?), Ahmad Effendi al-Husayni (a member of al-Fatat and later the 
Syrian Patriotic Party), Tawfiq Bey al-Shamiyya, Salim Bey al-Anhuri (a 
Christian merchant), Sa‘id Agha Mahayini (a merchant with qabaday con- 
nections), and Fakhri Bey (al-Barudi?) appear on the second list. It is inter- 
esting to note that even at this early stage of organizational development, 
the list of names associated with the Higher National Committee contains 
a much higher percentage of individuals from the occupational catego- 
ries of ‘alim and merchant than, for example, might be found among the 
mu’ assisiin of al-Fatat or the founders of the Arab Club of Damascus. 
The minutes read as follows: 

After reading the minutes from the last meeting and approving them, 

the list of regulations was read, those attending discussed the name of 

the group, and it was decided by a majority to be the National Commit- 

tee [al-lajna al-wataniyya]. 

Item #1: Ten [attendees] suggested adding a sentence about all parts 
of Syria. 

Zionism [qawmiyya yahidiyya]: it was decided to add the sentence 
“Resisting every principle leading to the establishment of a nationalism 
[qawmiyya] that threatens the political existence of the country and 
Syrian unity.” ; 

Ten suggested adding a paragraph indicating that our work is tied 
to all other similar activities taking place in the rest of the Arab nation 
[al-bilad al-‘arabiyya], but the majority vetoed that. 


21. Sa‘id, al-Thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 2:101-103. 
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Suggestion put forward by Shaykh Kamil regarding electing al-Hajj 
‘Issa Diab.2? 


Two items on the agenda of these minutes are of particular interest. 
First, it appears that, in contrast to the speculation of some historians, anti- 
Zionism did not become a component of Syrian nationalism merely be- 
cause Palestinians played an important role in nationalist organizations 
such as the Arab Club. As might be expected, the significance of the strug- 
gle against “all nationalisms but Arab nationalism” (as the confrontation 
with Zionism was euphemistically labeled?) was critical for both distin- 
guishing the boundaries and elucidating the very nature of the Syrian na- 
tional community. Second, these minutes reveal that at least some of the 
founders of the Higher National Committee always planned to sever the 
bonds that connected the committee with other political organizations and 
to construct a completely autonomous organization. This is especially sig- 
nificant because the committee, as originally constituted, was little more 
than a loosely constructed coalition to which Damascus-based political par- 
ties and associations sent representatives. Initially, for example, Muham- 
mad ‘Izzat Darwaza, Sa‘id Haydar, and Tawfiq al-Shamiyya represented the 
interests of the Arab Independence Party in the committee, while Hasan al- 
Hakim, Husni al-Barazi, Mustafa Wasfi, and Muhyi al-Din Sadiq repre- 
sented those of al-‘Ahd.?4 

According to several accounts, the Higher National Committee spon- 
sored elections on Saturday, 1 November 1919, for the purpose of choosing 
four representatives to the committee from each of forty-eight neighbor- 
hoods (ahya’) of Damascus. Four days later, the representatives convened 
at the home of Ahmad al-Hasibi, brother-in-law of ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi and 
president of the municipality of Damascus, to select one elector from each 
neighborhood who would be eligible to vote for the twenty-seven leaders 
of the committee.?> From mid-November through the beginning of Febru- 


22. These minutes are contained in SL:LW. 

23. See, for example, al-‘Asima, 17 November 1919, 3-4. 

24. Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:154-155; Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 107; Sa‘id, al- 
Thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 2:103—105. 

25. Sa‘id, al-Thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 2:101-3; Kasmieh, al-Hukima al- 
‘arabiyya fi Dimashq, 144; al-‘Asima, 4 November 1919, 5; SL:LW, “Nizam al- 
lajna al-wataniyya al-‘ulya fi al-‘asima al-sitriyya,” 17 November 1919. The text of 
the charter of the Higher National Committee has been reprinted in Ihsan ‘Askar, 
Nash’ at al-sihafa al-siiriyya: ‘Ard lil-qawmiyya fi tawr al-nash’a min al-‘ahd al- 
‘uthmani hatta qiyam al-dawla al-‘arabiyya, 500-506. (Note: The actual publica- 
tion date of the above-cited issue of al-‘Asima was probably 6 November 1919.) 
One undated document in the archives of the Salafiyya Library lists the districts 
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ary 1920, representatives from each thuman (one of originally eight, then 
nine administrative districts of the city), and three officers—a secretary, 
an accountant, and a treasurer—supervised the activities of the commit- 
tee. No permanent president presided over these meetings. Instead, accord- 
ing to the charter, those in attendance were to select one of their number 
to officiate at each meeting. Thus, although Kamil al-Qassab would soon 
emerge as the preeminent leader of the organization, his official status, like 
that of his colleagues Salih al-Kalfundi and Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, was 
initially that of representative from the Qaymariyya quarter.”6 

The charter of the Higher National Committee sanctioned suffrage for 
all (implicitly, adult male) residents of Damascus in the election of local 
representatives to the committee. As organizing for the committee spread 
from Damascus to other cities and towns as far away as Amman, so did the 
committee's electoral activities. These elections were not artifice. Unlike 
the petition campaigns organized by the Arab Club to impress upon a for- 
eign audience the image of-popular support for the Arab government and 
its policies, the Higher National Committee not only derived its legitimacy 
from the elections, but elections were the means through which the com- 
mittee attempted to redefine the Syrian national community. “Every indi- 
vidual of the nation is legally bound to the national committee by virtue of 
the national interest, because the nation was never unanimously involved 
in anything like this task, because its goals have been set by unanimous 
consent, and because representatives have been chosen in a serious and or- 
derly manner,” the committee's charter declared. “As a result of this legal 
tie between the Higher [National] Committee and individuals, all citizens 
of the nation are electors of the Higher [National] Committee and support 
its stated goals.” 2” 

Both the organizers of the Higher National Committee and the com- 
mittee’s constituents thus took elections quite seriously. In one district, 


and the names of forty-one representatives in attendance at one meeting of the 
Higher National Committee. Representatives from al-Akrad, Muhajirin, and Suq 
al-Maydan were absent, some districts sent more than one representative, and 
other districts shared representatives. Interestingly, the list includes at least one 
Jewish representative (Yusuf ‘Arari) from h@rat al-yahid and at least one Christian 
representative (Tawfiq al-Shamiyya) from the quarter of Bab Tuma. 

26. SL:LW, al-Qassab et al. to al-Rikabi, 13 November 1919; SL:LW, “Nizam al- 
lijan al-wataniyya al-far‘iyya fi bilad Sariyya,” 17 November 1919. The text of the 
charter of the branch committees has also been reprinted in ‘Askar, Nash’at al- 
sihafa al-siriyya, 507-513. 
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Qaymariyya, the branch committee publicly cited the use of a secret ballot 
in the election of representatives to the Higher National Committee to 
demonstrate the authenticity of the electoral process.”* In other cases, the 
names of those nominated and elected appeared in sympathetic news- 
papers.2? Much of the “Lajna Wataniyya’” file in the Salafiyya Library in 
Cairo, the main repository for materials on the popular committees, is 
made up of reports of local election results that were validated by the elec- 
tors themselves. These electors signed affidavits such as the following: 


We, the people [ahali] of the neighborhood of Ma’dhanat al-Shahm, 
among us effendis, merchants, youths and old men, have re-elected 
Sayyid Tal‘at Effendi Jabiri as our representative to the national com- 
mittee. He was, is, and will be trustworthy. We give our signatures as 
an official memo to be acted upon. 


Approximately one hundred signatures accompanied this affidavit.2° Other 
affidavits that have been preserved include those from winners of elections 
who attested to their right to act as representatives of their neighborhoods, 
as well as from representatives apparently elected without their knowledge 
who were claiming an inability to serve, usually for health reasons. One 
of the more intriguing of these letters came from the journalist Muham- 
mad Kurd ‘Ali, editor of the newspaper al-Muqtabas and later one of the 
founders of the (pro-French) Syrian Patriotic Party. His letter, the text 
of which lends credence to a British observation that he was “an unprin- 
cipled . . . charlatan,” reads as follows: 


I received the news of the decision of the national committee regarding 
my election to be a member. I am thankful that you have given consider- 
ation to this invalid, and from the depths of my heart I would have loved 
to respond positively to this request had it not been for the fact that my 


28. In this case, Shaykh Musa Tawil was elected. SL:LW, Secretary of branch 
committee of Qaymariyya to the president and members of the [Higher] National 
Committee, 16 December 1919. 

29. SL:LW. One letter, addressed to Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, reads as follows: 
“I am writing to request the names of those who were elected during the meeting 
of the committee yesterday and were nominated to be members of the Higher 
[National] Committee so that I can print them on the pages of al-Mufid. And if it 
pleases you, please add the names ofS Sa‘id Effendi al-Malih and Kamil Effendi lyas, 
for this is what some members wish to see.” 

30. Interestingly, the signatures following this affidavit are divided into two cat- 
egories: members (approximately one-fifth of the signatures) and nonmembers. 
SL:LW, 17 December 1919. 
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health has deteriorated recently. Please accept my apologies for not stand- 
ing up to this responsibility. May God grant the committee success.3! 


Kurd ‘Ali passed away in 1953. 

On the basis of these elections, the Higher National Committee, its 
branches, and the affiliated committees of national defense claimed the right 
to act as the true representatives of the Syrian people. “Committees of na- 
tional defense, which are tied to the national committee in the capital, have 
been created in all of Syria,” al-Kawkab reported. 


The method of creation of these committees is by true, lawful election, 

so that they legitimately represent the nation. . .. The committee takes 
the place of the Syrian Congress in its services, nay, we can say that its 

services are more comprehensive because of the existence of permanent 
branches throughout all parts of Syria, from Aleppo to Karak. 


This assertion was not, of course, undisputed. Amir Faysal used a vari- 
ety of means—petition campaigns, ceremonies in which prominent nota- 
bles, clerics, and tribal leaders pledged homage (mubaya‘a), and so on—to 
validate his right to act as the sole representative of the Syrian people. 
Likewise, the Syrian General Congress, which also based its claim to rep- 
resent Syria on the election of its members, might also have challenged the 
pretensions of the Higher National Committee had it not been prorogued 
by Amir Zayd at the beginning of December 1919.* But because the Higher 
National Committee, like the Syrian General Congress before it, could not 
sponsor elections in the territories administered by the British or the 
French—that is, in Palestine or the territory that is present-day Lebanon— 
the committee’s political opponents disputed its assertion that it alone truly 
represented “Syria within its natural boundaries” and that its authority 
therefore superseded that of the congress. “It was not long before we heard 
that the [Higher National] Committee called only some notables from 
some cities of the eastern zone and that it passed over the representatives 
of the coast and Palestine,” protested an editorialist in Suriyya al-jadida. 
“How do we explain the fact that deputies from the coast were not invited 


31. SL:LW, Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali to [Higher] National Committee, 7 December 
1919; FO 882/24, “Who's Who in Damascus,” 14 May 1919. 

32. al-Kawkab, 6 January 1920, 10. For the founding of one such committee in 
Nabk, see SL:LD, Catholic metropolitan, mufti, president of the municipality et al. 
to Kamil al-Qassab, 18 December 1919. 

33. By the time the congress reconvened in early March, the Higher National 
Committee was strong enough to define the nationalist agenda. See Russell, First 
Modern Arab State, 114, 132. 
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to participate in the committee in spite of the fact that the entire movement 
is calling for the inclusion of the coast in the Syrian kingdom . . . ?” 4 To 
circumvent questions raised by the absence of Palestinian representation in 
the committee and to assure its influence in Palestine, the Higher National 
Committee, working with other groups and congressional deputies in 
Damascus, formed the Palestine Congress and immediately pushed through 
resolutions that declared Palestine an inseparable part of Syria and con- 
demned Zionism and Zionist immigration.>° 

The elections held by the popular committees both expedited and vali- 
dated the appearance of a new breed of nationalist activist in Damascus as 
well as in other parts of Syria. These activists differed significantly from 
those who had originally organized al-Fatat or the Arab Club. Based on 
electoral lists found in the Salafiyya Library and on other written sources, 
an analysis of forty-five secondary leaders of the popular committees in 
Damascus whose backgrounds can be traced—directors of branch commit- 
tees, representatives from the branch committees to the Higher National 
Committee, and organizers who worked in tandem with the various com- 
mittees——reveals a group one-third of which was composed of merchants 
and another third of ulama. About one-third of the latter category also en- 
gaged in commerce. In contrast to the previously cited organizations, only 
one-quarter of the secondary leaders of the popular committees were gov- 
ernment employees, and only about one-tenth had received professional 
training. 

Electoral activity, the diffusion of the principle of representation, and 
the often widespread participation in activities sponsored by the Higher 
National Committee and its branches thus signaled the emergence of new 
relationships of power among urban Syrians and heralded the appearance 
of a different type of local political leadership in Syria. Nevertheless, the 
popular committees did not ignore or even directly challenge previously 
existing political and social arrangements. As will be seen below, the 
Higher National Committee, its branches, and the affiliated committees of 
national defense absorbed both existing and emerging structures of power 
within a single framework. This temporary coexistence of new and old was 
not unique. Eric Hobsbawm describes a similar situation in late-nineteenth- 
century Europe with the emergence of the “mass parties-cum-move- 


34. Suriyya al-jadida, 27 December 1919, 1. 
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ments” discussed in the Introduction. For Hobsbawm, what was significant 
about these movements was not the complete disappearance of the patron 
or cacique, but rather the transformation of his role as he was incorporated 
within a larger political machine. This increasingly “made the notable, or 
at least . . . saved him from isolation and political impotence, rather than 
the other way round.” Hobsbawm adds, 


Older elites transforming themselves to fit in with democracy might well 
develop various combinations between the politics of local patronage and 
influence and those of democracy. And, indeed, the last decades of the 
old century and the first of the new were filled with complex conflicts be- 
tween old-style ‘notability’ and the new political operators, local bosses 
or other key elements controlling the local party fortunes. 


The Higher National Committee and its affiliates recast traditional struc- 
tures of power in four ways. First, they asserted the prerogatives of repre- 
sentative bodies on all levels, in the process diminishing the precedence of 
those who stood outside the electoral process. Second, the presence of the 
popular committees incited competition for positions of power between 
members of established families and those who were political upstarts and 
subalterns. Third, the committees, acting in the name of the “nation,” 
weakened the power and prestige of the urban notability by taking control 
of resources and carrying out functions previously entrusted to or appro- 
priated by them. Finally, the committees diminished the salience of tradi- 
tional neighborhood power brokers by sponsoring elections for a political 
leadership whose purview extended beyond the confines of their urban 
quarter to the nation as a whole. Overall, by subsuming customary struc- 
tures of power within a larger framework, the popular committees ener- 
vated those structures and accelerated their breakdown. 

The Higher National Committee maintained a continuous presence in 
the neighborhoods of Damascus through the branch committees (lijan 
far‘iyya). As outlined by their charter, these committees were to include 
six to twelve men elected from each neighborhood who would act as medi- 
ators between the population and the Higher National Committee. On the 
one hand, the branch committees were charged with enforcing the policies 
of the Higher National Committee: each branch was to elect a “supervisory 
committee” (lajna taftishiyya) to “oversee the people of the neighborhood 
or town, to guide them in the path of the general interest, to urge them to 
meet the goals of the national committee, and to instill in them a spirit of 
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harmony and order.” On the other hand, the branch committees were re- 
sponsible for transmitting the concerns of the population to the Higher 
National Committee. This was to take place at monthly general meetings 
to which all residents of the neighborhood (or village) were invited. In ad- 
dition, each branch committee was to keep informed of the policies of the 
Higher National Committee by sending four members to observe the 
twice-monthly meetings of the parent organization.” 

While it is uncertain that the branch committees fully complied with 
the organizational directives of the Higher National Committee, reports 
confirm that the committees did establish a presence throughout the re- 
gion. As a result of local initiative, branch committees appeared in Damas- 
cus quarters such as the Maydan, Shaghur, Ma’dhanat al-Shahm, and Bab 
al-Jabiya, in Homs and Hama, and as far away as Jenin in Palestine and 
Amman and ‘Ajlun in present-day Jordan.*® The Ma’dhanat al-Shahm 
branch committee, seeking recognition from the Higher National Commit- 
tee, sent the following telegram describing its founding and adjuring the 
approval of the committee: 


To the office of the national committee: May God grant you success. 

We want you to know that a group of people of Ma’dhanat al-Shahm 
have designated an area for offices in their neighborhood, have begun 
meetings in order to discuss national issues in their capacity as a branch 
of your committee, [and have begun] securing patriotic contributions 
from the people of the neighborhood and recording the names of volun- 
teers to defend our beloved fatherland. And in order that we obtain the 
legal status that would give us the right to meet to discuss volunteering 
and contributing, we have circulated this petition to be approved. 

We hope that God grants you success.3° 


For the most part, however, it is likely that local committees of national 
defense assumed the role of the branch committees outside Damascus. The 
activities of these committees overlapped with those undertaken by the 
branch committees and, depending on location, included administrative 


37. SL:LW, “Nizam al-lijan al-wataniyya al-far‘iyya fi bilad Siriyya,” 17 No- 
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38. Sa‘td, al-Thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 2:101-103; al-‘Asima, 18 Decem- 
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ila; SL:LW, Sa‘id al-Halawa et al. to Presidency, Higher National Committee, 
16 December 1919; SL:LW, Sa‘id Khayr et al. to Presidency, Higher National 
Committee, 3 March 1920; MD 4H114/4/539, Cousse to Gouraud, 13 June 1920. 
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tasks, refugee and poor relief, and, as in the case of the branch organization 
of Ma’dhanat al-Shahm, the assessment and collection of “contributions.” 
Most important, it was incumbent on the local committees of national de- 
fense to (in the words of al-Kawkab) “organize and prepare the movement 
for defense so that it might appear before the world with a powerful, firm 
visage; to collect supplies and money in reasonable ways for support of the 
volunteers and their families; to buy whatever provisions, ammunition, 
and clothing they need; and to unify the patriotic movement and all great 
works and march side by side with the government for the good and hap- 
piness of the country.” © 

Although eyewitness accounts attest to the fact that the meetings in the 
neighborhoods of Damascus often attracted hundreds of participants,41 no 
record of the day-to-day functioning of these local organizations, or the 
loyalty they engendered, exist. It appears that, after an initial burst of pop- 
ular enthusiasm, support for the activities of the Higher National Commit- 
tee and its branches fluctuated as political events unfolded. Records from 
December 1919, for example, show a disappointing turnout for military ex- 
ercises sponsored by the Higher National Committee in Damascus: while 
the committee had planned to recruit a one-thousand-man militia from its 
followers in Damascus, the local branch committees pledged only 527 vol- 
unteers. Of these, little more than half showed up for early-morning 
drill.* While these statistics must, of course, be taken with a grain of sal-— 
they do not, for example, take into account either the logistical difficulties 
that practitioners of professions and merchants must have faced when asked 
to attend early-morning drill across town or the notorious antipathy of the 
Damascene population toward any activity resembling compulsory mili- 
tary service—they do support the observation made by a reporter for al- 
Kawkab, a newspaper generally unsympathetic to the committee, that 


the national committee continues its work and continues to spread 
branches throughout the region, but I cannot deny that the great con- 
cern we witnessed weeks ago has all but dissipated. Perhaps this partial 
standstill arose from the desire to delay until it could be learned what 


40. al-Kawkab, 6 January 1920, 10. 

41. See, for example, Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:154. 

42. See letters sent from commander of the civil guard of Damascus (qi’id 
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Amir Faysal wants after his arrival. For this reason, there might be some 
43 
excuse... 


The polarization of politics that took place after the initialing of the 
Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement and the amir’s return from Europe in 
January 1920 —a polarization that seems to have shattered the momentary 
political calm in Syria—prompted a reinvigoration of the Higher National 
Committee as well as its restructuring. Faysal, reacting to the explosive 
conditions in the capital that his provisional agreement with Clemenceau 
had triggered, attempted to undercut the reemergent popularity of the 
Higher National Committee by splitting and co-opting the opposition to 
the agreement. He disciplined those officers in the Arab army who had par- 
ticipated in training the volunteer militias, organized a party of the loyal op- 
position, and plotted the exile of popular leaders such as Kamil al-Qassab.# 
The leadership of the Higher National Committee reacted by rationalizing 
the structure and strengthening the oppositional role of their organization. 

The first general conference of representatives to the Higher National 
Committee from the eastern zone convened during the third week of 
January to plan the centralization and coordination of activities such as 
fundraising.* On 1 February the assembled delegates chose the first admin- 
istrative committee (al-lajna al-idariyya) of the Higher National Com- 
mittee, which was intended to have broad supervisory powers over all na- 
tional committee activities. The idea for an administrative committee had 
been circulating among the leadership of the national committee for several 
months. In December 1919, ‘Umar Shakir, a member of both the Higher 
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National Committee and the Arab Club of Damascus, had suggested the 
creation of an administrative council 


whose only function would be to execute the decisions of the committee 
and to organize its activities and the activities of its branches. [The ad- 
ministrative council] would have seven members in addition to the sec- 
retary, accountant, and treasurer. Its job would be the preparation of the 
important points of the agenda for meetings. It would [also] have the 
right to convene the national committee for meetings when it deems it 
necessary. 


At the same time, Shakir also proposed the formation of an information 
bureau (lajnat al-istikhbarat) that would not only disseminate propaganda 
and marching orders but would “punish those who spread treachery.” * A 
week after the formation of the first administrative committee, al-Qassab 
published a declaration announcing that the Higher National Committee 
was above all parties and would not be subservient to any outside group.*” 

Records indicate the election of two administrative committees, the first 
in February 1920 and the second in June. The membership of the two ad- 
ministrative committees remained fairly stable: six members of the eleven- 
and twelve-man committees served from February 1920 until the imposi- 
tion of the French mandate. Besides Kamil al-Qassab, members included 
four merchants (Ahmad Diab, who dealt in textiles and rice; As‘ad al- 
Muhayini and “Abd al-Qadir al-Sukkar, Maydanis who traded in grain; and 
Shukri al-Tabba‘, who dealt in tobacco and other commodities), three mer- 
chant ulama (‘Id al-Halabi, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, ‘Abdallah al-Kuzbari), 
two other ulama (Muhammad al-Taji, imam and khatib at Jami‘ al-Jisr; 
Nasib al-Hamza, former president of the Damascus municipality and land- 
owner), four politically experienced professionals and military officers 
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(As‘ad al-Hakim, a physician; Khalid al-Hakim, an engineer; As‘ad al- 
Maliki, a former officer in the Ottoman army; ‘Awni al-Qudamani, a for- 
mer major in the Ottoman army and member of the Ottoman parliament), 
and three politicians or experienced political agitators (Jamil Mardam Bek; 
his cousin, Sami Mardam Bek, a former member of the Ottoman parliament, 
the Damascus court of appeals and, during the Faysali period, the Damas- 
cus administrative council; Muhammad al-Nahhas, former Damascus sub- 
director of wirku and director of revenues for the Arab government).# 
Some of the members of the administrative committee thus had profes- 
sional or familial backgrounds that resembled those of nationalists who had 
participated in the prewar secret societies or who had founded the Arab 
Club of Damascus. Indeed, al-Qassab, As‘ad and Khalid al-Hakim, and Jamil 
Mardam Bek had been among the early members of al-Fatat. Neverthe- 
less, like the secondary leadership of the popular committees in Damascus, 
the administrative committee’s overall composition differed significantly 
from the nationalist groupings discussed earlier. Six of the seventeen com- 
mittee members had received training and/or employment as ulama, seven 
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worked as merchants at some time during their careers, and four (al- 
Qassab, al-Muhayini, al-Sukkar, al-Tabba‘) had qabaday connections. Al- 
though four members of the administrative committee had participated in 
prewar Arabist political formations, several others had been vocal oppo- 
nents of Arabism. Sami Mardam Bek, whom Jamal Pasha had nominated to 
represent Damascus in the Ottoman parliament, had attacked the Ottoman 
Administrative Decentralization Party on behalf of the Committee of 
Union and Progress, as did Nasib al-Hamza. ‘Awni al-Qudamani, also a vo- 
cal supporter of the C.U.P., took his seat in the Ottoman parliament after 
winning the uncontested election of April 1914. Others played a role in the 
short-lived attempt to establish an indigenous government before the en- 
trance of Arab troops into Damascus in October 1918: in addition to the 
previously mentioned role played by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib in Sa‘id al- 
Jaza’iris post-Ottoman government, both the Muhayini and the Sukkar 
families recruited volunteer units of the “civil guard” in the Maydan to 
maintain order on behalf of the Jaza’iri government. Interestingly, pace 
those who have found the exclusive roots of “Arab nationalism” in the 
salafiyya movement, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib was a well-known opponent 
of salafism who had once denounced Rashid Rida as a proponent of 
“Wahhabism.” 49 

That at least some members of the administrative committee should 
have supported the attempt to establish an indigenous government in 
Damascus is not surprising. Unlike the geographically diverse leadership of 
al-Fatat and the Arab Club of Damascus, all members of the administrative 
committee were Damascenes. Their suspicion and resentment of out- 
siders—whether those outsiders were the Iraqis, Palestinians, and Hijazis 
who joined the Arab administration or the entente powers that seemed de- 
termined to partition Syria—was demonstrated by the fact that three 
members (al-Qassab, Khalid al-Hakim, and Sami Mardam Bek) had be- 
longed to the Syrian Union, which, from its base in Egypt, never relin- 
quished its mistrust of Amir Faysal and the Arab Revolt, and five members 
(al-Hamza, al-Khatib, al-Qudamani, and both Mardam Beks) simultane- 
ously belonged to the Higher National Committee and the nativist Syrian 
Patriotic Party. According to some reports, as a result of the common dis- 
affection from the sharifians felt by leaders of both the Higher National 
Committee and the Syrian Patriotic Party, the two parties confederated in 
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the early summer of 1920 to form the Democratic Party.°° Named after the 
committee-linked bloc in the Syrian General Congress, the party’s pro- 
gram counterposed a traditionalist social agenda and an organic view of 
Syrian society to the foreign political and ideological domination that they 
believed accompanied sharifian rule. 

One further difference distinguished the members of the administrative 
committee of the Higher National Committee from the majority of the 
prewar Arabists and the self-described mutanawwiriin allied to the Arab 
government: their age. Although the birth dates of only five of the leaders 
of the administrative committee can be determined with certainty—‘Id 
al-Halabi (1863), ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib (1874), Jamil Mardam Bek 
(1869), Kamil al-Qassab (1873), and Shukri al-Tabba‘ (1865)—these indi- 
viduals were members of a political generation that predated that of the na- 
tionalists who belonged to either of the two aforementioned categories. 
While the median birth year for the five members of the administrative 
committee was 1869, statistics compiled by C. Ernest Dawn indicate that 
the median birth years for the total field of “Pre-1914 Nationalists” and 
“1919-1920 Nationalists” were 1886.5 and 1883 respectively.*! As will be 
seen in Part II, the self-identified mutanawwirtn themselves made an is- 
sue of generational sodality by highlighting and reifying the experiential 
dissimilarities between the two political generations in their discourse, par- 
ticularly through their routine juxtaposition of “youth” with “old age” and 
“progress” with “stagnation.” 

The distinctive backgrounds and extensive experience of the members 
of the administrative committee were, in part, a blessing for the Higher 
National Committee, for they often ensured the success of projects initi- 
ated by the committee. Both Ahmad Diab and Shukri al-Tabba‘ capitalized 
on the commercial ties they had nurtured over the years to run guns for 
the committee; Ahmad Diab and his cousin Yasin Diab used their contacts 
to supply the capital with imported foodstuffs as well.5? Shukri al-Tabba‘ 
organized a unit of fifty men from among his retainers in Qanawat to wage 
“jihad” against the French. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Sukkar, who owned ovens in 
the Maydan and reportedly distributed bread to the poor of his district, 
mobilized the personal following that he had attracted on the eve of the 
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Battle of Maysalun. ‘Id al-Halabi, a merchant and an ‘alim, maintained 
contacts in both worlds: as a dealer in cloth in Suq al-Hamidiyya, the cen- 
tral market of Damascus, al-Halabi served the Higher National Committee 
as “commercial delegate,” mediating between the committee and other 
merchants to assure their financial support and their compliance with the 
price-fixing arrangements initiated by the committee. In addition, as a rep- 
resentative of a distinguished scholarly family of the Qaymariyya quarter, 
he remained in constant contact with other ulama who participated in pol- 
itics, such as Taj al-Din al-Hasani and “Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib. 

Nevertheless, the ability of the administrative committee to exert con- 
trol over the day-to-day activities of local branches of the Higher National 
Committee seems to have been minimal. From newspaper accounts and 
records of the organization, it appears that the administrative committee 
served more as window dressing than as a true executive body. Further- 
more, the authority of the administrative committee did not go unchal- 
lenged. Members of branch committees questioned the activities and even 
the personal probity of leaders of the organization. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, 
whom the British once characterized as a “time-serving and fanatical hum- 
bug,” was the target of similar vituperation in leaflets distributed by an or- 
ganization affiliated with the Higher National Committee, and members of 
local affiliates even called Kamil al-Qassab to task publicly for his alleged 
misappropriation of funds—allegations that may have been initiated by 
the Arab government or the French.°3 

In spite of the resources available to various members of the adminis- 
trative committee, and in spite of the allegations of corruption, power 
within the committee after its reorganization seems to have remained in 
the hands of Kamil al-Qassab, who worked through a few of his closest as- 
sociates, such as ‘Id al-Halabi. Much of the correspondence to the Higher 
National Committee from members, sympathizers, branch organizations, 
and even the Arab government was addressed either to “the presidency of 
the national committee” or to al-Qassab personally. No other individual 
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within the committee commanded like authority or inspired comparable 
loyalty: even after ‘Awni al-Qudamani had publicly charged him with cor- 
ruption in June 1920 —an accusation that forced al-Qassab to submit his 
resignation as president of the Higher National Committee—the charis- 
matic shaykh reemerged as leader a short time later, outpolling all other 
candidates in elections for the administrative committee.** The singular 
devotion that al-Qassab elicited from the petit-bourgeois merchants and 
ulama of Damascus who comprised much of the secondary leadership of 
the organization is illustrated by a story related about Shaykh Kamal al- 
Khatib. On the eve of the French invasion 


the ulama and khufaba’ [preachers] went to the minbars urging the 
people to jihad against the French, and [Kamal al-Khatib] was among 
the most enthusiastic. And on the day he spoke, a questioner asked, 
“What have you prepared for jihad; will you fight with weapons or is 

it sufficient to fight with speeches?” These words stirred him, and he 
bought . . . an Ottoman rifle and ten rounds of ammunition. . . . He at- 
tached the rifle and bullets to the front of his shop and he prepared for 
battle. During this time, Shaykh Kamil al-Qassab was riding through the 
streets and sugs of the city, inciting the people to fight the French. ... 
When [al-Qassab] saw him, he called him to him and said to him, “Where 
are you, Shaykh Kamal?” And Shaykh Kamal indicated that he was 
ready, pointing to his gun.°> 


Kamal al-Khatib died shortly after these events at the Battle of Maysalun. 

It would, of course, be simplistic to ascribe the popular approbation for 
the Higher National Committee and its branches merely to the personal at- 
tributes of Kamil al-Qassab. In part, the committees commanded popular 
support because they integrated a variety of preexisting, informal networks 
that bound together individuals within their quarters and villages into a 
formal structure that was congruent with daily practice. For example, large 
numbers of men from the same extended families were active in the popu- 
lar committees; in Damascus alone, at least four members of the Hakim 
family (As‘ad, Hashim, Hasan, Khalid), five members of the Halabi family 
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(‘Abdallah, Hashim, ‘Id, Kamal, Nazih), nine members of the Khatib fam- 
ily (‘Abd al-Qadir, ‘Abd al-Rahman, ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Hasan, Khalid, Mu- 
hammad Rida, Muhibb al-Din, Salah al-Din, Zaki), and five members of 
the Qudamani family (Ahmad, ‘Awni, Muhammad, Rida, Subhi) held po- 
sitions in the primary or secondary leadership of the Higher National 
Committee. In addition, more than one member of the ‘Aqil, Diab, Khayr, 
Laham, Mardam Bek, Mosuli, Muhayini, Muhayri, Qabbani, Samman, 
Shaykh al-Ard, and Siba‘i families are listed in committee documents as 
second-level leaders. The family networks provided a crucial, if informal, 
bond among the primary and secondary leadership of the committees. In 
one of his autobiographical sketches, Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib described 
how these family ties facilitated the committee-directed mobilization dur- 
ing the days before the French occupation of Damascus: 


The neighborhood in which the author of these memoirs lived was 
Qaymariyya, which bordered on Christian neighborhoods. Fearing 
communal strife during the period of chaos [July 1920], he collected a 
very large number of relatives belonging to the Khatib family, especially 
the ulama among them, and armed them with rifles. ... The shaykhs 

of the Khatib family, many of whom were included among the members 
of the Higher National Committee . . . were stationed at various points 
on the streets and in the Christian neighborhoods, preserving the peace 
and terrifying anyone who appeared to be looking for trouble. 


Consanguinity overlapped with and reinforced other bonds that united 
neighborhood residents with each other and with the committees. The role 
played by the so-called “merchant ulama” in organizing for the committees 
offers perhaps the most conspicuous example of how the Higher National 
Committee and its affiliates profited from the interaction among familial, 
occupational, and market bonds. The merchant ulama were mainly retail 
traders who dealt in commodities such as textiles. Although beneficiaries 
of a religious education, they often lacked the proper family connections 
that would ensure regular appointment as khufabd’, imams, or muftis. 
They thus either alternated intervals of their lives in which they engaged 
in study, employment as religious functionaries, or teaching with intervals 
in which they engaged in commerce, or they divided their days between 
suq and mosque.*’ Because the merchant ulama came from petit-bourgeois 
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backgrounds, from prominent families that had fallen on hard times, or 
from poorer branches of otherwise prominent families, they stayed behind 
in the crowded quarters of Damascus at a time when their social betters 
among the landowner-bureaucrats were increasingly moving out. They thus 
continued to construct their worldview according to the contours of their 
quarter, their local market, and their traditional education. 

The Khatib family provides a typical example. Although this family had 
been prominent in Damascene affairs since the early nineteenth century, 
committee activists came froma branch of the family tree that hardly ranked 
at the apex of society. The Khatibs who filled out the ranks of the secondary 
leadership of the Higher National Committee and elicited the deference of 
their neighbors did not derive their status by fostering ties of personal de- 
pendency. Instead, the source of their authority was more prosaic: because 
at least five members of the Khatib family were ulama who simultaneously 
engaged in petty commerce in Suq al-Buzuriyya and Suq al-Qalbaqjiyya, 
they were known to and respected by a wide circle of Damascenes with 
whom they were in daily contact.>? 

The presence of overlapping and often interrelated networks of mer- 
chants, merchant ulama, and ulama is perhaps the most important reason 
why suqs and mosques throughout Damascus became hotbeds of political 
organizing during the Faysali period. In Suq al-Qalbaqjiyya, the Khatibs 
mingled with other merchant ulama such as Najib Kiwan and Taha Kiwan. 
As in the case of the Khatibs, nationalist politics was a family affair for the 
Kiwans: Yasin Kiwan, working with Shaykh Hamdi al-Juwajani, organized 
militia units that fought at Maysalun, and both he and ‘Abd al-Qadir 
Kiwan, who had once been imam at the Umayyad Mosque, died in the 
battle. Similarly, in Suq Midhat Pasha, the politically active shaykh Mah- 
mud Abu Shammat and his ten sons rubbed elbows with merchant ulama 
from the Tabba‘ family. 

Other ulama from the same social milieu joined the popular militias 
and/or used their positions to mobilize those around them. Shaykhs 
Sa‘id al-Barhani of Jami‘ al-Tuba, Muhammad al-Fahl of the Madrasat al- 
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Qalbagjiyya, and Muhammad al-‘Ashmar, a qabaday leader with forty to 
fifty men under him,‘ all fought at Maysalun, as did ‘Abd al-Hamid 
Karim, a policeman turned ‘alim and relative of Kamil al-Qassab. When 
the French forced al-Qassab into exile after the battle, Karim took charge 
of the Madrasa al-Kamiliyya. Tawfiq al-Darra, a merchant and former 
mufti of the Fifth Ottoman Army who preached jihad on the eve of the 
French invasion, died in the battle. ‘Ali Daqqar of the Masjid al-Sadat and 
Masjid Sinan Pasha was more fortunate: having survived the Battle of 
Maysalun, he toured the Syrian countryside with the doyen of Damascus 
ulama, Shaykh Badr al-Din al-Hasani, preaching resistance to French rule. 
These ulama possessed a moral authority that inspired their neighbors and 
associates and made their connection with the popular committees espe- 
cially valuable. Thus, Muhammad al-Sharif al-Ya‘qubi, who founded reli- 
gious schools for North African expatriates and children of merchants, led 
a contingent of his students at Maysalun, and when, on the eve of the 
French invasion of inland Syria, a branch of the “Organization of Religious 
Scholars” (munazzamat ‘ulama’ al-din) of Damascus met in the nearby 
village of Duma and called for jihad against the advancing enemy, five hun- 
dred volunteers reportedly converged on Damascus in response. 

A significant group of wealthier merchants, including the Muhayinis 
and Sukkars whose livelihood depended upon trade in cereals, shared es- 
sential traits with the merchant ulama and ulama; as a result, their partic- 
ipation in the activities of the Higher National Committee was in a way 
both inevitable and invaluable. As Philip Khoury has noted, one character- 
istic that united the wealthy “Muslim commercial bourgeoisie” of Damas- 
cus with merchants further down the social ladder was the experience of a 
“traditional” quarter-based education. This naturally differentiated them 
from those in the nationalist movement who had received advanced train- 
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ing in Western or Ottoman professional schools. Because they thus not 
only shared popular prejudices but were forced, by virtue of their social 
standing, to strike a balance between the exigencies of the market and the 
demands of their local constituents, they remained responsive to popular 
impulses—as their response to the calls for defense demonstrated. Further- 
more, through both familial and occupational ties and status-based obliga- 
tions, they were connected to a nexus of social relationships that included 
their poorer brethren—networks that facilitated popular mobilization. 

The Higher National Committee looked on the commercial classes as a 
natural constituency for other reasons as well. As described in the Intro- 
duction, all categories of merchants, from the petit-bourgeois merchant 
‘alim who participated in the retail trade to those involved in long-distance 
or large-scale commercial enterprises, had ample justification for resenting 
the sharifian regime and anticipating the worst from the entente powers. 
Their hostility was not unrequited: the Arab government blamed the mer- 
chants for the financial predicament of the eastern zone and attempted to 
deal with them by confiscating their goods, restricting the trade in luxury 
items, and promulgating draconian commercial codes to prevent hoarding, 
end monopolies, and reduce prices. The posture of the Higher National 
Committee toward the commercial classes differed dramatically. Partly be- 
cause of the inclusion of merchants among its leaders, partly because the 
successful implementation of committee policies required the cooperation 
and financial contributions of merchants, the Higher National Committee 
actively solicited the support of merchants by establishing a commercial di- 
vision to work with them, sanctioning monopolies set up by committee- 
affiliated traders and organizing a political campaign against the potentially 
devastating French monetary and trade policies.© 

Associational and familial bonds that linked merchants, merchant ulama, 
and ulama also linked these groups with the local qabadayat upon whom 
the Higher National Committee depended to mobilize the urban popula- 
tion. Usually recruited from lower- and lower-middle-class families, the 
qabadayat derived the prestige they enjoyed in their communities from 
two sources: the services they provided and a self-aggrandizing mythology. 
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Since government in early-twentieth-century Damascus rarely provided 
effective police protection, the twenty to forty gabaddyat in each quarter 
patrolled the streets at night and guarded the shops of those merchants who 
paid the legendary “thousand lira.” Providing protection for the commu- 
nity from criminals or bands of troublemakers from other quarters bol- 
stered their image as defenders of the weak against the depredations of out- 
siders and the powerful and ensured a close relationship with those engaged 
in commerce.© 

What differentiated gabadayat from zu‘ran (common criminals) was the 
mythology with which the former were associated. Like members of the 
ancient futiwa brotherhoods on which they may have been modeled, the 
gabadayat swore to uphold a chivalric code that included not only physical 
protection for the weak but also protection of the poor against the rapacity 
of the rich. For example, they ensured a “just price” for grain and bread and 
oversaw the distribution of welfare to the needy of the quarter. The activ- 
ities of the qabadayat thus overlapped with those of the other group 
knowledgeable about and responsible for juridical and ethical behavior, the 
local ulama. Qabadayat used local mosques for meetings and ceremonies 
and, theoretically at least, were responsible for fulfilling the behests of the 
ulama. Thus, there was a functional as well as a familial connection among 
merchant, ‘alim, and qabaday. As far as the popular committees were con- 
cerned, the cooperation of qabadayat was a prerequisite for closing down a 
quarter or local suq for demonstrations, recruiting volunteer militias, pre- 
venting the penetration of quarters by military police and other agents of 
the government, and collecting the “donations” they required to continue 
their operations.” 

While the association between merchant and gabaday might have been 
mutually beneficial, it was not frictionless. To the contrary, it was sustained 
as much through the extortion of protection payments and the threat of vi- 
olence as through elective or familial ties. The Higher National Committee 
profited from the reputation and talents of the qabadayat in their fundrais- 
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ing. Although the charters of the Higher National Committee and the 
branch committees stipulated that the primary source of revenue for the or- 
ganization be contributions, and although rooms were set aside in mosques 
for representatives of the committees to collect a “participation fee” (ishti- 
rak), expenditures soon exceeded income.® As a result, the committee au- 
thorized local agents to collect a tax assessed at the rate of 2 percent of an 
individual's wealth. Collecting the assessment proved to be difficult, how- 
ever: the committee imposed the levy unevenly and collected it, according 
to a British report, “largely by threats and blackmail . . . from the wealthy 
merchants and landlords of the neighborhood.” © 

Both the Higher National Committee in Damascus and its affiliates out- 
side the capital relied on a combination of additional fundraising strategies 
as well. Foreign observers cited rumors of speculation in grain and gun- 
running, as well as financing from Kemalists who hoped that the Syrians 
would use their subsidies to open up a second front against the French.” 
Overall, it appears that the Higher National Committee permitted its affili- 
ates considerable freedom to experiment with a variety of approaches to 
fundraising. The committee chapter established in ‘Ajlun, for example, 
“assessed contributions” at the rate of 50 percent of the wirki collected 
from the villages in the region. The ‘Ajlun committee also claimed to have 
collected 30,000 qurtish (piasters) from (government?) employees and to 
have received contributions of 350 majidis (silver coins worth 20 quriish) 
and 30,000 quriish collected by the local women’s association and from lo- 
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cal notables, respectively. Having accumulated the equivalent of 600,000 
quriish to equip and feed a militia, the ‘Ajlun committee began enlisting 
volunteers and registering all men between the ages of twenty and forty. 
“The payment was uninterrupted,” the qa’immagam (governor) of the 
district wrote to the editors of al-‘Asima with more than a touch of hy- 
perbole, “and the bulk of the population was filled with patriotic fervor. 
People declared that, whenever necessary, they would offer themselves and 
their money.” 7! 

The Higher National Committee also demanded remuneration from the 
Arab government on the grounds that the committee provided such pub- 
lic services as defense and relief that the Arab government should have, but 
did not, provide. Soon after the reorganization of the committee, al-Qassab 
demanded that the government turn over the entire proceeds of the badal 
“to aid in recruitment and to augment the well-being of those soldiers al- 
ready serving.” When Faysal refused, al-Qassab demanded, again unsuc- 
cessfully, 5 percent of the revenue that the Arab government obtained from 
the wirki.”? He may have been more successful in his subsequent solici- 
tations: on the eve of the French invasion, the French liaison officer in 
Damascus reported that the committee had received credits worth 20,000 
PE. from the ministry of defense, half of which was intended for the es- 
tablishment of militias and half for discretionary spending.” 

Al-Qassab’s contention that the Higher National Committee, its affili- 
ates, and the committees of national defense provided essential services for 
the government or commanded the authority of a government was not 
mere bravado: both members of the government and much of the popula- 
tion looked to the committees not only to deliver services but to mediate 
between the state and the citizenry. When Hama was flooded with refugees 
from a nearby village that had been burned by the French, the interior 
ministry called on the Higher National Committee to provide them with 
temporary shelter and food.’4 At the request of residents of the capital, the 
Higher National Committee intervened with the municipal government to 
demand adequate supplies of rice at low prices, and then, relying on net- 
works of merchants based in both Syria and abroad, the committee ob- 
tained authorization from the government to import the rice and other 
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grains (at a profit) from Egypt.’> Likewise, in June 1920, al-Kindna reported 
that “many people [in Damascus] had come to [al-Qassab] complaining 
about the present city administration, so he went to the government and 
demanded that it consider their demands.” ”* Ultimately, the Arab govern- 
ment was itself forced to acknowledge the influence of the Higher National 
Committee: to ensure popular support for the national loan, the Arab gov- 
ernment appointed al-Qassab to head the nine-man committee overseeing 
the government's public relations campaign. One result of the campaign 
was the appearance of full-page advertisements such as the following in the 
newspapers of Damascus during the summer of 1920: 


You want a government of defense, independence and freedom, the re- 
spect of foreigners? You want to be master in your country and in your 
homes? Participate in the Syrian National Loan—for independence is 
taken by force, not given as a gift! 7” 


The raison d’étre of the Higher National Committee was, however, 
defense, and the formation of the one-thousand-man militia to defend 
Damascus represented only one small aspect of the committee's efforts. In 
addition to its support for the activities of the committees of national de- 
fense (which will be discussed in the next section), the Higher National 
Committee promoted the organization of guerrilla bands, mobilized chete 
and tribes for the nationalist cause, and provided assistance to a variety of 
military and quasimilitary formations for the ongoing campaign against 
the French. 

Because of the collapse of rural security and the economy of the eastern 
zone, guerrilla bands proliferated during the second year of the Arab gov- 
ernment. The activities of marauding bedouin and chete threw much of the 
countryside into chaos and generated what might be termed an autogenous 
economy of looting: with the destruction of their homes and harvests and 
with commercial activity at a standstill, peasants, refugees, and deserters 
from the Ottoman and Arab armies avoided starvation by joining armed 
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bands and plundering the homes and harvests of their neighbors. These, in 
turn, had few options but likewise to live by despoiling the countryside, 
thus continuing the cycle. The Higher National Committee offered money 
and arms to guerrilla leaders to enlist those who fled their homes, particu- 
larly those who sought refuge in the overcrowded cities of Syria.”® Accord- 
ing to an informant interviewed by Gertrude Bell, “all the peasants from 
the villages round Aleppo, Urfa, Ain Tab, Killis, Birijik, Marash, Ras al-Ain, 
Jarablus, etc. come in to Aleppo and enrol themselves as Chattah, receiving 
arms and ammunition from Damascus. ... Kan al-safarbaaliq ahsan bi kathir 
[the period of the seferberlik was much better].” 7? 

A variety of tribal, sectarian, and rural leaders also threw in their lot 
with the Higher National Committee. From Qunaytra, overlooking the 
Golan Heights, Mahmud Fa‘ur of the Fadl tribe directed the activities of a 
force that combined almost two thousand tribal horsemen and infantry 
with four hundred Maydani volunteers.® Ahmad Muraywid, a member of 
the rafidiun faction of al-Fatat and representative to the Syrian General 
Congress, resigned his seat and returned home to Qatana to organize a band 
of seventy volunteer horsemen. In conjunction with Kurdish, Circassian, 
and tribal levies (including about one thousand from Fa‘ur'’s al-Fadl), 
Muraywid’s cavalry battled French troops in Marj‘ayun, Rashaya, Shtura, 
and Mu‘“allaga in present-day Lebanon.*! Kamil al-As‘ad, a member of one 
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of the six large muqata‘ji (feudal landholding) families of south Lebanon 
and leader of up to forty thousand Mutawallis (a Syrian Shi‘i sect), led two 
to six thousand followers against the purportedly pro-French Christian vil- 
lage of “Ayn Ibl, a town close to the Palestinian border, inflicting from fifty 
to eighty casualties.® 

While these groups lived in close proximity to the frontier zone sepa- 
rating the eastern and western zones, the committee looked beyond the 
borders of the territory under the jurisdiction of the Arab government as 
well. Committee activists planned organizing tours of Palestine, Jordan, 
and the coastal region and drew up lists of sympathetic leaders residing 
there, noting the number of armed supporters they could assemble. One 
committee member, complaining that “those Palestinians here [in Damas- 
cus] do not represent [their] country,” submitted an itinerary for a thirty- 
two day organizing tour through Palestine. Beginning in Qunaytra, the pro- 
posed tour included stops in Jisr Banat Yacub, Tabariyya, Nazareth, Safed, 
Haifa, Tulkarm, Nablus, Jerusalem, Ramleh, Gaza, Jabal Khalil, Beersheba, 
al-Salt, Ghur, Balqa’, and Amman. The trip, he asserted, would enable the 
committee to secure the loyalty of listed “umara’ and wujaha’” (tribal 
chiefs and notables), who would “ignite the country” by mustering nearly 
one hundred thousand fighters for the Higher National Committee. Ul- 
timately, it appears that the committee authorized a scaled-down version of 
this mission. Another activist offered to travel through Lebanon to urge lo- 
cal leaders to “begin forming bands of guerrillas [‘isabat] from among their 
men. [These leaders] will have absolute power to undertake the patriotic 
revolution [al-thawra al-wataniyya] and to light its fires in western Syria 
against foreign occupation.” He accompanied his proposal with a list that 
included the names of forty prominent individuals who he asserted could 
raise thirty thousand men.” 
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Patriotism aside, a number of factors motivated the tribal and guerrilla 
leaders who organized, joined, or worked in conjunction with the Higher 
National Committee and the committees of national defense. For some, the 
lack of government control over the countryside provided the opportunity 
to settle old scores or simply to loot. During the attack on ‘Ayn Ibl by 
Kamil al-As‘ad’s Mutawallis, for example, “their women came to urge 
them on and [help] to carry away the loot, including furniture, window 
frames, brooms, and even wood.” For others, such as the sedentary Fad] 
tribe, the militarization of the countryside foreclosed other options. Still 
others resented governmental interference or feared the social and eco- 
nomic consequences of French or British domination. For example, accord- 
ing to one observer, the Alawite leader Salih al-‘Ali began his insurrec- 
tion—the first mounted against the French—after the French offered 
discounted lands to villagers who collaborated with them.™ 

For its part, the Higher National Committee attained more from the mo- 
bilization of the countryside than just opportunities to harass the French. 
Once local leaders had performed an “heroic” raid, either on French out- 
posts or on their (often Christian) neighbors, committee leaders invited 
them to meetings in Damascus, presented them at demonstrations, or took 
them on tour, in the process encouraging urban fantasies of the martial 
abilities of the legendary bedouin horde.® After the French had presented 
their first ultimatum to the Arab government in July 1920, for example, 
Kamil al-Qassab addressed a rally of the Democratic Party, declaring in part 


[Gouraud] has stipulated the surrender of the leaders of the country who 
mobilized the movement for defense of your honor and your country. 
Should we surrender the Dandashi amirs, Amir Mahmud, Kamil al-As‘ad, 
Shaykh Salih al-“Ali and other leaders? 

I bring you great news: I have learned from one of the leaders, a reli- 
able source, that Shaykh Salih al-‘Ali has collected a group of three thou- 
sand who have sworn an oath of allegiance to your party, the Democratic 
Party, and he said to me that he will obey the council of the Democratic 
Party in Damascus. 

O brothers! Our forefathers were not cowards. They waged war 
against their powerful enemies with hearts filled with faith and deep- 
rooted belief. Let us emulate our forefathers and mix our blood with 
tears in the earth which we inherited from them. . .. Know that your 
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party is the strongest party in Syria, for the Dandashis and Hawranis, and 
the Druze of the Hawran, and the Alawites have entered your Democratic 
Party. Be a single arm, and cut the arm which seeks to do you harm, and 
keep the peace with all who desire our happiness and advancement. 


The Higher National Committee thus exploited its association with bedouin 
and guerrilla fighters for the benefit of the urban shopkeepers and lower 
classes that were its principal constituency. In the process of celebrating 
small raids as great military victories, the propaganda of the committee and 
its affiliates fostered the impression that any French move into the eastern 
zone would lead inevitably to their defeat at the hands of a host of noble 
Arab warriors.” 


COMMITTEES OF NATIONAL DEFENSE 


In addition to providing support for chete and tribes, the Higher National 
Committee worked in tandem with local committees of national defense. 
While the original purpose of these committees was military, the exigen- 
cies of mobilization forced them to assume numerous other functions as 
well. For this reason, the spread of local committees of national defense had 
wide-ranging and often unforeseen consequences. The committees linked 
local leaders with each other and with a national political machine,* politi- 
cized the bonds connecting town and countryside, expanded the reach of a 
popular nationalist idiom, and in some cases fostered the emergence of a 
new local leadership and new institutions of governance. 

While the Higher National Committee encouraged the spread of these 
committees (although most appear to have been founded by local groups 
acting on their own) and provided various types of assistance for their day- 
to-day operations, the exact relationship between the committees and the 
Higher National Committee is obscure. One leaflet preserved in the French 
consular archives alludes to the “Congress of Committees of National 
Defense,” but no mention of the body is to be found in the Salafiyya 
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Library. It is probable that if such a congress existed it was neither formal 
nor permanent.®? A document preserved in the library does, however, spell 
out the relationship between the Higher National Committee and an “Ad- 
ministrative Committee of the Committee of National Defense.” The doc- 
ument ascribes five functions to the administrative committee: 


1. To execute decisions of the Higher National Committee, to set the 
agenda for the general membership meetings, and to convene ex- 
traordinary meetings. 

2. To supervise the work of tributary committees and negotiate with 
them on matters that concern the Higher National Committee. 

3. To file daily reports about the work of the tributary committees 
with regard to defense. 

4. To negotiate with committees outside the capital and to coordinate 
their activities. 

5. To correspond with local leaders about issues of national defense, 
coordinate their activities, provide them with information, transmit 
news of their activities abroad, and apprise the Higher National 
Committee of local developments. 


It is clear from this document and other records that in spite of continuous 
personal, telegraphic, and telephonic communication with Damascus, the 
local committees enjoyed a great deal of autonomy. According to one ac- 
count, local committees even disputed important matters of policy with the 
Higher National Committee, such as the proper response to the final French 
ultimatum to the Arab government.” 

It should not be surprising, then, that local committees of national de- 
fense, like the local branches of the Arab Club discussed in Chapter 1, com- 
monly replicated in microcosm regional political and social structures. For 
example, the Ba‘albek Committee of National Defense in the northern 
Biqa‘ Valley was dominated by members of the Sulayman branch of the 
Haydar family, the most powerful Mutawalli landowning family in the 
area. The political leadership of the committee, comprising Tawfiq Bey Su- 
layman, his two sons (Farid and Mustafa), and Dr. Muhammad Haydar, 
supervised the distribution of weapons and money and the organization of 
anti-French demonstrations in villages surrounding Ba‘albek. They also 
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oversaw relations with the Higher National Committee in Damascus, 
which supplied the committee of national defense with military advisers, 
financial assistance, and logistical supplies. The preeminent position of the 
Sulayman/Haydars facilitated their local fundraising efforts: the family 
not only “solicited contributions” from other local notables and from their 
retainers, they appropriated a share of the loot acquired in raids conducted 
against neighboring villages and against the railroad that cut through the 
Biqa‘ Valley. These latter raids were a particularly lucrative source of rev- 
enue for the committee. “Every day hundreds of peasants invade the trains,” 
one French observer complained, “attracted by the lure of spoils.” 

Yusuf Mukhaybar Sulayman, who had received training as an attorney 
and had participated in the activities of the Literary Society before the war, 
directed the military campaigns of the committee. Drawing the core of his 
guerrilla band from among family retainers and dependents who resided in 
his home village of Bayt Na’il, it included, according to French sources, 
“those of middle income, unemployed artisans, peasants from the coun- 
tryside, and professional brigands.” The Ba‘albek committee spearheaded 
the military campaign against the French in the valley, the scene of some 
of the bloodiest fighting during this period. Beginning with what a British 
observer described as “an unimportant fracas” near the town of Rayaq in 
early December 1919, the confrontations escalated after rebels forcibly re- 
moved the French liaison officer from Ba‘albek. Throughout the remainder 
of the month, French troops sought to reassert their control in the valley 
by occupying Mu‘allaqa, Rayaq, and Ba‘albek, suffering “considerable ca- 
sualties” at the hands of “so-called brigands who no doubt are working un- 
der the extremist party in Damascus.” ° 

The committees of national defense thus benefited from the ties that 
bound rural and urban notables with those who worked their lands, bor- 
rowed their money, and in general were dependent on the resources pro- 
vided by others. Sometimes the networks of retainers and clients super- 
vised by urban-based notables stretched far into the countryside. Each of 
the wealthiest families of Homs, for example, owned from forty-five to 
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sixty villages located on the surrounding plain, villages that were in part 
inhabited by settled bedouin.* Although called, disparagingly, fallahin 
(peasants) by their nomadic and seminomadic kinfolk, the cultivators were 
not the only tribespeople who maintained close relations with prominent 
urban families. City dwellers acted as bankers and merchants for tribal 
leaders, sometimes reinforcing their economic relationships through ties of 
marriage. Such a combination of bonds linked the powerful Atasi and Rifa‘i 
families of Homs with, respectively, the Banu Khalid and the Ahsana 
tribes, and linked the Durubi family, also of Homs, with the Wild ‘Ali, the 
“Uqaydat, and the Mawali.®> Representatives from the Atasi and Durubi 
families were prominent in the Homs committee of national defense: ‘Umar 
al-Atasi and Muhyi al-Din al-Durubi each served as president of the com- 
mittee, and ‘Umar and Wasfi al-Atasi received subsidies from Damascus 
that they used to administer the activities of the committee. Along with 
the “atasiyyiin” and “rifa‘iyyin,” tribal levies not only fought against the 
French in the December 1919 battle for Tall Kalkh in the Biqa‘ Valley, but, 
after the Homs committee of national defense began preparations to re- 
sist the invading French army in July 1920, bedouin from as far away as 
Tadmur—variously estimated to have numbered between fifteen hundred 
and six thousand—descended on the city in a period of two days.” 
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Not only were the committees of national defense able to call upon an 
extensive network of tribal levies and retainers, they also periodically bol- 
stered their forces by working in concert with each other. Members of 
the most prominent landowning family of Tall Kalkh, the Dandashi clan, 
founded a committee of national defense after residents of the town re- 
sisted French attempts to establish a military presence there. As the fight- 
ing in the town escalated, the committees of national defense of Homs and 
Tripoli sent reinforcements that fought alongside a contingent sent from 
Damascus led by the Druze chieftain, Sultan al-Atrash.® In a like manner, 
Salih al-‘Ali not only led his followers in attacks against the French depot 
in Tartus and against Christian villages in the area, but with the assistance 
of the committees of national defense in Homs and Hama and the Higher 
National Committee in Damascus, established a camp in the town of al- 
Qadmus in western Syria to train volunteer fighters.” 

The Aleppo committee of national defense provides an unusually well- 
documented picture of the distribution of power among urban-based nota- 
bles, the local committee of national defense, and tribal and guerrilla bands. 
The committee originated as the result of the efforts of a group of promi- 
nent Aleppans who described themselves as ansdar (partisans) of Mustafa 
Kemal and who were motivated by a combination of pro-Turkish senti- 
ments, distrust of Anglo-French intentions, and alienation from Damas- 
cus.!© In August 1919—a month before the onset of the Evacuation Crisis 
and three months before the organization of the Higher National Com- 
mittee—the ansar began plotting a Syria-based military campaign against 
the French that would coordinate its operations with those undertaken by 
the Turkish nationalist movement. Although this group met throughout 
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August, it was able to accomplish little more than founding a newspaper 
and holding receptions for other notables of the city. 

With the onset of the Evacuation Crisis, the circle of those who re- 
sponded to ansar propaganda expanded as Aleppans reacted to the British 
withdrawal in much the same manner as did Damascenes. At the urging of 
Rushdi al-Safadi, the divisional commander of the Arab army stationed in 
Aleppo who was also a member of the local Arab Club and a close associate 
of Yasin al-Hashimi, a number of notables began organizing volunteer 
militias throughout the quarters and public areas of the city. Each orga- 
nizer received the rank of major and was instructed to appoint his own cap- 
tains and lieutenants.” In the Qasila district, for example, Ahmad Kadru 
al-Masri organized a 680-man militia to help maintain order in the city 
and, working alongside al-Hajj Najib al-Baqi of the local Arab Club, was in- 
strumental in mobilizing the resources of his quarter to provide logistical 
support for the Hananu Revolt.!% In Bab al-Nayrab, a quarter of twelve 
thousand inhabitants that resembled the Maydan in Damascus, Kanju 
Hamada and ‘Abd al-Fath al-Baytar, both heads of distinguished families, 
along with members of the equally prominent Barri family and several 
lesser lights, established a militia composed of a machine-gun unit, infan- 
try, and cavalry. Previously, the inhabitants of this district, like the inhabi- 
tants of the Maydan, had strenuously resisted the conscription policy of 
the Arab government. “If the enemy ever arrives, they know they can hold 
their own without having to deck out their sons in some uniform that 
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would not make them more patriotic or more courageous,” the French liai- 
son officer stationed in the city reported to his superiors in Paris. “More- 
over, they realize that the recruitment is most simply a way to try to re- 
plenish the empty coffers of the treasury of Damascus from which the 
officers will not receive salaries and soldiers will not be supplied.” Never- 
theless, residents of the quarter enlisted in the volunteer units that subse- 
quently formed the core of the four thousand insurgents who, on 21 July 
1920, attacked the Aleppo citadel. 

In early November, militia leaders, leaders of the Arab Club, ansar, and 
local and provincial administrators merged the militias into a citywide 
committee of national defense. A list of committee participants reads like a 
“Who's Who” of Aleppo. The committee included leaders of government 
(Ihsan al-Jabiri, the president of the municipality; Fakhir al-Jabiri, a mem- 
ber of the administrative council; Gharib al-Mudarris, the local tax admin- 
istrator; and Shafiq Bey, director of the land registry), Arab Club activists 
(‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kayyali, ‘Abd al-Wahhab Tlas, and Subhi Barakat), 
angdr (Fu’ad al-‘Adli and Fath al-Mar‘ashli), and militia leaders (Rida al- 
Rifa‘i and Sadiq al-Rifa‘i). In addition, Munib al-Natur, editor of al-Raya, 
and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jasmati and al-Hajj Ahmad Muyassar, two wealthy 
merchants, joined the committee.! Thus constituted, the Aleppo commit- 
tee of national defense sponsored twice-weekly drills under the supervision 
of officers in the regular army and held armed demonstrations for both mili- 
tias and tribal levies every Thursday afternoon in the center of the city.1 

A variety of factors might have induced some of the most distinguished 
citizens of Aleppo to participate in the founding of the committee. Some 
were undoubtedly motivated by the chance to participate in an organiza- 
tion that promised to provide an access to power in unsettled times. Others 
may have been attracted by nationalist sentiment or, conversely, by the hope 
that their presence on the committee might moderate nationalist goals. In 
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the case of the Jabiris, for example, interfamilial rivalry probably played a 
role as well: the Jabiris were locked in competition with the wealthy and 
powerful Sha‘banis, who were involved in pro-Kemalist agitation. If noth- 
ing else, participation in the committee enabled the Jabiris to display their 
nationalist credentials. It is also possible that less distinguished committee 
activists solicited the support of the city’s grandees and placed them in po- 
sitions of rank to broaden the organization's appeal, legitimacy, and fund- 
raising base. 

By the spring of 1920, however, a group of influential Aleppan families, 
including the Jabiris, began to distance themselves from the organization, 
which had increasingly taken on a populist coloration. Not only did ‘Abd 
al-Hamid al-Jabiri resign as president of the committee, but the Jabiris and 
their allies sent petitions complaining about the activities of the organiza- 
tion to the governor of Aleppo and to the Syrian General Congress.!°” In 
their stead, a new group of leaders emerged, including Fath al-Mar‘ashli, 
one of the original ansdér who had personally negotiated with Mustafa 
Kemal; Sadiq Shahin al-Khattam, who was, according to reports, particu- 
larly adept at procuring money from merchants; and Rida al-Rifa‘i, who, 
along with Kamil al-Qassab, ‘Abdullah Kuzbari, the Hakims, ‘Id al-Halabi, 
Shukri al-Tabba‘, and a handful of others, founded the Democratic Party. 

The two most important issues that split the committee were fundrais- 
ing and support for the guerrilla bands. As economic conditions deterio- 
rated, voluntary donations to the committee fell precipitously. Concur- 
rently, the Kemalists agreed to an armistice with the French and suspended 
financial support for their allies to the south. To finance its military oper- 
ations and to sustain payments to the families of full-time guerrillas, the 
committee increasingly relied on extortion, forced taxation, the licensing 
of monopolies (such as those for rice and other cereals), and arms smuggling 
(from which, it was reported, al-Mar‘ashli reaped a considerable profit). 
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One particularly ominous fundraising appeal, signed by al-Mar‘ashii, al- 
Rifa‘i, and al-Khattam, began by stating, 


We do not demand either alms or charity for which you will be rewarded. 
Rather we invite you to do your duty for the defense of the homeland. 


and ended with the warning, 


If you respond to our appeal, you will have done your duty. If you refuse, 
we will not refrain from monitoring your actions.1"° 


Adding to the dissension were complaints from large landowners about 
guerrilla depredations. The promotion of guerrilla activities was the most 
important function of the Aleppo committee of national defense. The or- 
ganization solicited recruits for the guerrilla bands at demonstrations, po- 
litical meetings, theaters, and movie houses, and sent money and supplies 
to guerrilla leaders and their followers. According to one French source, the 
committee provided new chete members with five gold pounds, a rifle, one 
hundred rounds of ammunition, and, in some cases, a horse. The commit- 
tee also coordinated guerrilla raids and furnished safe houses for fighters 
visiting in the city.11 

Perhaps the most effective of the committee-affiliated guerrilla leaders 
was Ibrahim Hananu. Hananu was the son of a wealthy rural notable who 
had held a variety of governmental positions in Aleppo. Elected as a repre- 
sentative to the Syrian General Congress from his home village of Kafr 
Takharim, Ibrahim Hananu resigned his seat and returned home to join the 
military campaign against the French. At first, he organized logistical sup- 
port for the operations of Subhi Barakat, the guerrilla leader active in the 
area around Antioch. With the backing of the committee of national de- 
fense of Aleppo, however, Hananu soon assumed command of his own net- 
work of guerrillas.1!2 Committee support proved crucial to Hananu’s cam- 
paign: not only did the committee provide Hananu with weapons and 
financial assistance, it also promoted his activities among local ulama, per- 
suading them to endorse his campaign by calling for jihad against the 
French. The committee also enlisted the help of the leader of the Second 
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Division of the Arab army, Ibrahim al-Shaghuri. With al-Shaghuri’s assis- 
tance, Hananu initially supervised the deployment of four squads, each 
consisting of ten mujahidin (fighters), from his base in Kafr Takharim. By 
April 1920, military successes swelled the number of mujahidin under 
Hananu’s direct authority to approximately four hundred. 

Hananu was a highly successful military leader, coordinating units of 
guerrillas whose size frequently ranged from three to six hundred men. 
Nevertheless, the “Hananu Revolt” is most notable for institutions con- 
structed to administer liberated territory and to ensure the rebellion would 
remain self-sustaining. The mujahidiin began by reorganizing the govern- 
ment of the village of Armanaz, working through the previous municipal 
president to impose new taxes on landowners, farmers, and owners of live- 
stock to support their activities. From Armanaz, the area of their adminis- 
trative and financial authority spread as far as the regional center of Harim. 
At the height of his organizing, Hananu coordinated the activities of guer- 
rillas and municipalities as far as Idlib, Kafr Takharim, Jisr Shaghur, and 
Harim. While municipal governments in territory occupied by Hananu’s 
forces remained in the hands of local officials, they were reconstituted to 
ensure compatibility with the military needs and social convictions of the 
rebels. On the regional level, a legislative committee (lajna tashri‘iyya) 
based in Kafr Takharim collected money and weapons from local sources 
for the mujahidin, while a revolutionary council (majlis al-thawra), whose 
authority superseded that of the local courts, oversaw judicial affairs. In ef- 
fect, Hananu’s guerrillas established an independent state that stretched 
from Aleppo west to the Mediterranean Sea. 

The final mobilization undertaken by the committee of national defense 
of Aleppo occurred on the eve of the French invasion, when Arab Club and 
committee leaders such as Rashid al-Tali‘a, Nabih al-‘Azma, Munib al- 
Natur, and Sami al-Sarraj, working alongside officers of the regular Arab 
army, organized the defense of the city." Under the supervision of commit- 
tee leaders and military officers, volunteers dug trenches to guard the ap- 
proaches to the city and assaulted and captured the Baghdad Railway Sta- 
tion and the citadel. A full-page proclamation in Munib al-Natur’s al-Raya, 
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entitled “To Defense, to Defense,” reproduced the text of the telegram sent 
from the Arab government to the municipal government of Aleppo: 


The traitorous French have crossed over the zone where they should 
have stopped, and are marching on the capital. An order of H.M. the 
King has been issued urging you to prepare all means you possibly can 
for the defense and to call all the nation to sacrifice to the last drop of 
their blood. . . . Relying on God and on the spirit of the prophet . . . 
defense has been decreed. The country is calling you and the religion 
is inviting all of you to do your duty. 


Printed on a single page, the paper was distributed throughout Aleppo as a 
broadsheet; slogans shouted by the insurgents who attacked the Aleppo 
Citadel echoed its phrases.1!5 

In spite of these preparations, however, Aleppan resistance to the French 
invasion was short-lived. The approximately three thousand tribesmen 
who had entered the city inspired as much fear among the citizenry as did 
the approaching French. By the time the French neared the city, Aleppans 
had ceded control of the streets to these outsiders: the suqs were closed, and 
Aleppans began to react to the shortages that threatened. The explosion at 
an arms depot that killed between five and six hundred civilians on the eve- 
ning of 21 July drained the energy of the population and dissipated their 
enthusiasm for war as well: volunteers who had been mobilized by the 
committee now abandoned defensive positions and collected at the site to 
search for victims. At the same time, leaders of the committee of national 
defense fled the city in face of the French advance, relinquishing their re- 
cently assumed authority to a small group of civilian and military officials. 
With the encouragement and assistance of the American consul, the new 
authority organized armed patrols to maintain order and prepared a peace- 
able surrender of the city to the French. On 23 July, the French army en- 
tered the city without resistance. 


POPULAR POLITICS AND POLITICAL AUTHORITY 


With the arrival of French troops and the flight of popular leaders who 
feared arrest or worse, most overt resistance ended in the very cities where 
the Higher National Committee, the branch committees of the Higher 
National Committee, and the committees of national defense had focused 
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their activities. The desultory armed resistance that continued in the quar- 
ters of the Maydan in Damascus and Bab al-Nayrab in Aleppo seems to be- 
lie accounts that describe the passions generated a short time before by the 
popular committees. For foreign observers, the collapse of resistance came 
as no surprise: even before the French invasion of inland Syria, their re- 
ports had described periods—the first half of January 1920 (before the re- 
turn of Faysal to Damascus and the reorganization of the Higher National 
Committee) and the second half of May 1920 (in the immediate aftermath 
of the San Remo agreement)—during which much of the urban population 
seemingly met the activities of the popular committees with indifference.1 
How, then, is the contemporary observer to understand the significance of 
the popular committees? 

The dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire in the wake of World War I 
eliminated the overarching political structure that had loosely linked an 
emergent stratum of Westernizing elites with much of the remainder of 
the population. As a result, the two-year interregnum that separated the 
end of the war and the French invasion of inland Syria was a period of in- 
tense competition during which contrasting visions for the Syrian future 
vied directly against each other. 

With adequate resources and time, it might have been possible for the 
Arab government and its allies among the nationalist elites gradually to 
enlist the support of the remainder of the population. However, the British 
decision to reduce its subsidy to the Arab government by half and to with- 
draw its forces from Syria undercut both the economic and the political ca- 
pabilities of the Arab government and its allies and generated a crisis from 
which they never recovered. Its foreign policy in shambles, unable to guar- 
antee a stable economy, provide a modicum of security, or enunciate a vi- 
sion of the Syrian future that had resonance for most of the population, the 
government, along with its allies, alienated not only the indigenous nota- 
bles whom they had attempted to bypass, co-opt, or coerce, but merchants, 
artisans, popular ulama and qabadayat. These groupings formed the back- 
bone of the popular committees. 

The emergence of the committees attests to the efficacy of the processes 
that had transformed the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century. 
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These processes rendered many Syrians capable of “imagining” a national 
community, and they looked to the popular committees to effect it. But the 
“imagining” of a national community has implications for the structuring 
of relationships of power, and the popular committees provided an alterna- 
tive to the customary structures that had proven to be ill-suited to the cir- 
cumstances many inhabitants of early-twentieth-century Syria faced. 
Although the popular committees frequently took advantage of localized 
networks of patrons and clients, they also subverted these networks by or- 
ganizing on an extralocal scale, by rationalizing lines of political authority, 
and by bypassing them to provide services for their constituents. Functions 
once entrusted to the local notability now became responsibilities diffused 
through a more broadly defined political sphere, clients became members 
of “the nation,” and the delivery of services became inextricably entwined 
with an ideology that was informed by popular symbols and popular no- 
tions of equity. 


Part Two 


NATIONALIST COMMUNITIES 
OF DISCOURSE 


3 The Symbolic Component 
of Rival Nationalist 
Discursive Fields 


On 27 January 1920, the newspaper al-Kawkab printed the following re- 

port of a demonstration held in Damascus to celebrate the return of Amir 

Faysal from Europe: 
While His Highness Amir Faysal was in the saray today, he met well- 
wishers who had organized a great demonstration in which 120,000 par- 
ticipated, demanding unity and complete independence. His Highness an- 
nounced that he was firmly committed to unity and that he would accept 
nothing but complete independence. He praised military conscription for 
the preservation of order. . . . The entire city was locked up tight so that 
all might participate in the demonstration, and enthusiasm was great.! 


This was the sort of report a reader of al-Kawkab might have expected 
to read. As discussed in Chapter 1, al-Kawkab was launched by the British 
Arab Bureau “to support [the] Arab movement and further good relations 
between England and the Arabs.”? The newspaper thus regularly and fa- 
vorably reported on the Arab Revolt, on the wartime and postwar activities 
of its leader, Amir Faysal, and on the activities of the pro-Faysali Palestinian 
and Syrian literary associations and political clubs, such as the Literary 
Society and the Arab Club. 

The same reader might have been perplexed, however, by the article 
printed directly below the first, an article written by Kamil al-Qassab that 
presented a different picture of the same demonstration: 

A great, patriotic demonstration took place today, bringing together 
more than one hundred thousand people from all fabaqat. Appearing 
among them were the conference of the committees of Syrian national 


1. al-Kawkab, 27 January 1920, 5 
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defense, the political parties, the ulama, the notables, the municipal 
council, civilian and military employees, farmers, doctors, pharmacists, 
journalists, the Arab clubs, the Imperial Schools of Law and Medicine, 
the normal school for secondary-level teachers, the Amiriyya and public 
schools, members of all religious sects, merchants, artisans, guilds, lead- 
ers of the quarters and neighboring villages. 

The demonstration presented a declaration of the nation calling for 
complete independence, the unity of Syria, and the amir’s support for 
military service, which the nation planned to use as shield. The people 
assembled before the government headquarters, orators spoke, and the 
amir came down and spoke with them, saying that he did not strive and 
will not strive for anything other than complete independence, and that 
there was nothing which separated him from the nation—that there 
was, fundamentally, agreement for an independent, indivisible Syria. 
He praised the nation for demanding conscription. 


Two contradictory tendencies become apparent when the first article is 
compared with the second. On the one hand, both articles use many of the 
same phrases and emphasize many of the same phenomena: slogans calling 
for “complete independence” and “unity”; the demand for conscription; 
the description of the excitement and large size of the crowd. On the other 
hand, there are significant differences between the two articles. Most obvi- 
ously, the center of attention of the first article is Amir Faysal; the crowd of 
“well-wishers” exists in relation to him and is the passive recipient of his 
largesse. To al-Qassab, it is the crowd—” the nation” — that is active; Faysal 
is a foil who must respond to its will. But in addition to the shift in focus, 
there are more subtle differences between the two articles. For example, the 
author of the first article would probably not divide the crowd, or, for that 
matter, Syrian society, into tabagat; nor would he be likely to separate the 
nation from the ruling institution. 

The differences between the two articles underscore an issue raised in 
the Introduction: the tendency, on the part of historians who work within 
an idealist framework, to emphasize unity and downplay diversity when 
writing about the evolution of nationalist sentiment in the modern Middle 
East. Even the use of the term Arab nationalism to denote what is to be 
studied noticeably restricts the frame of reference. “Scholarly studies on 
the origins and ideas of Arab nationalism abound,” one scholar wrote in the 
early 1990s. 


Few works, however, explore the rise of local nationalism (wataniyya) 
and the internal Arab conditions that made it strike root in the Arab East 
after World War I. This study will attempt to fill the gap. It is an analysis 
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of the Arab factors that contributed to the weakening of the framework 
of Arab nationalism in Syria, and consequently helped usher in to exis- 
tence the forces of territorial nationalism. [Italics mine.] 


Yet evidence from the immediate post-Ottoman period does not justify the 
historical privileging of an “Arab” identity over others, or for viewing 
those other identities as an unnatural truncation of a “true” Arab one. 
Fewer than one-third of the leaflets and posters that were distributed or 
displayed in Damascus from October 1918 through July 1920 and that can 
be found in various archives in Europe and the Middle East or in contem- 
poraneously published newspapers were addressed to “ Arabs.” Others were 
addressed to “Syrians” or employed multiple or more ambiguous salu- 
tations (“Citizens,” “Fellow Citizens”). For the inhabitants of Syria, an 
“Arab” identity not only represented one possible identity among several, 
but as will be seen below, signaled an affinity with a select group of at- 
titudes toward intercommunal relations, the nature of the bonds uniting 
members of the community, the relationship between the government and 
the “nation,” the role of the sharifian family in Syria‘s future, relations with 
the Hijaz, Turkey, and Iraq, and a variety of other issues. 

Furthermore, by privileging “Arab nationalism,” historians are privi- 
leging a select group of intellectuals and activists, political associations, and 
institutions that did not necessarily represent the aspirations of a majority 
of those involved in nationalist politics, much less a majority of Syrians, 
during the Faysali period. While some within the nationalist camp—mem- 
bers of the Arab government allied with Amir Faysal, the Hijazis, Pales- 
tinians, and Iraqis who had entered Damascus with the Arab army, self- 
described intellectuals and professionals from the Muslim and minority 
communities whose experiences differentiated them from the majority of 
the Syrian population— might have rooted their nationalism in philosophic 
musings or, more prosaically, in political expediency or the wartime prom- 
ise of self-determination made by the entente powers, others—including 
many non-elite Muslim Syrians and their advocates in the popular com- 
mittees such as Kamil al-Qassab—rooted their national aspirations in a 
very different set of experiences and conventions. 

Thus, in post-Ottoman Syria, the nationalist field included a disparate 
collection of activists, organizations, and constituencies that expressed their 
nationalisms through discourses that were likewise disparate.t Had the 


3. Muhammad Muslih, “Rise of Local Nationalism,” 167. 
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Ottoman Empire been homogeneous, had class and sectarian differences 
not existed, and had the effects of expanding market relations and the 
efficacy of Ottoman administrative reforms been uniform and coincident, 
historians might be justified in assuming a unitary ideological response to 
changing conditions. This, however, was obviously not the case. The twin 
processes acted unevenly, affecting different regions and social strata both 
asynchronously and unequally. As a result, while all nationalist discourses 
reflected the global processes at work in the Middle East, both the extent to 
which and the manner in which they did so were dissimilar. In addition, be- 
cause of the weakness of both the Ottoman government and the Arab gov- 
ernment of Amir Faysal, and because of the range of the economic and po- 
litical transformation, no single dominant nationalist discourse could be 
either coaxed or coerced. 

This is not to say that components of political discourse did not become 
the common property of many or all nationalist groupings in post-World 
War I Syria. A diverse assortment of nationalist organizations, even those 
that appealed to or attempted to mobilize very different constituencies, 
shared a number of slogans (“ We demand complete independence,”), phys- 
ical symbols (the Arab flag, Amir Faysal), vocabulary (the word tami‘iin 
[coveters] to describe imperialists), and metaphors. No nationalist organi- 
zation remained unaffected by the activities of the others: while, for ex- 
ample, Kamil al-Qassab and his colleagues took advantage of their interme- 
diary position to reconcile the idiom of nationalism with popular symbols 
and discursive practices, the nationalist elites were not entirely unaware of 
the constraints on their organizing posed by those symbols and practices 
either. 

The charged political atmosphere of postwar Syria facilitated the inter- 
change among nationalist groups as well. The Arab government and vari- 
ous political associations organized demonstrations (such as the one de- 
scribed in the above-cited newspaper accounts) in which tens of thousands 
took part. The government invented new secular patriotic holidays mark- 
ing the anniversary of the entrance of the Arab army into World War I on 
the side of the entente powers, mourning the Arab “martyrs” executed by 
Jamal Pasha, and celebrating Independence Day. Political posters not only 
festooned the walls of buildings in cities from Aleppo to Amman but could 
be seen adorning structures in many villages. Activists reconceptualized 
popular cultural activities and rewrote plays, historical accounts, and ka- 
rakiiz shadow plays to incorporate nationalist messages. Schools inculcated 
the tenets of patriotism and herded students to demonstrations. The Arab 
government, its allies in extragovernmental organizations, and the popular 
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committees closed down sugs on national holidays and designated days of 
protest, circulated petitions with the aid of makhdatir, qabadayat, and po- 
lice, and extorted donations from wealthy merchants for the National Loan. 
In short, a new political public was both created and mobilized. 

In spite of these commonalities, however, competing nationalist organi- 
zations clearly did articulate alternative visions for the nation and for the 
future. As a result, the early post-Ottoman period—the period during 
which varieties of nationalism became the ideological construct through 
which large segments of the population of Syria expressed their notion of 
community—was a period of intense competition between rival “commu- 
nities of discourse.” 

In general, communities of discourse possess three interrelated attrib- 
utes. First, individuals within each community participate in and interact 
through common institutions and consentient social practices. These insti- 
tutions and practices substantiate the proper ordering of societal relations 
as it is apprehended by community members and as it is articulated through 
a shared ideology. Conversely, institutionalization assures the autonomy 
of the community of discourse and its component discursive field: through 
institutions, individuals within the community remain in constant con- 
tact, both reinforcing and reenacting their commitment to the community 
through, for example, shared propaganda and rituals. Second, although 
contemporaneous but competing communities of discourse frequently 
utilize identical symbols, members of each community derive congruent 
and community-distinct meanings from the most important symbols (such 
as “key symbols,” discussed below) and symbolic actions (such as the 
“rites of violence” identified by Natalie Zemon Davis, or E. P. Thompson‘s 
“countertheater”). Finally, community members share a discrete discur- 
sive field—the “space” that encompasses, arranges, and integrates the 
community's preeminent symbols. Because the discursive field acts to cir- 
cumscribe the range of possible meanings that can be derived from the 
symbols it encloses, it shapes the categories and demarcates the boundaries 
that guide and enframe the thoughts, activities, and discussions of those 
within the community.> 
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The Arab government, al-Fatat (during much of the Faysali period), and 
the Arab clubs in which the influence of the mutanawwiriin was dominant, 
on the one hand, and the popular committees and their allies, on the other, 
embodied two distinct institutional frameworks that sustained competing 
communities of discourse in post-Ottoman Syria. Because the composition 
and structure of these political associations were the subject of Part I, only 
the symbols and discursive fields that distinguished these two discursive 
communities will be compared in this and the following chapter. 

The fundamentally binary division of the nationalist tendency in Syria 
during the immediate post-Ottoman period that is presented here and in 
subsequent chapters rests upon two assumptions discussed in the Introduc- 
tion. First, it assumes that factors external to the peculiarities of national- 
ist ideologies themselves play an important role in the success or failure of 
nationalist movements. Thus, although other nationalist discursive com- 
munities emerged after the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, the 
access to resources such as manpower, media, and political structures en- 
joyed by the two communities examined below enabled them to margin- 
alize or integrate their indigenous competitors and thus to dominate the 
nationalist field.6 Second, although fictive boundaries of identity are or- 
dinarily “soft”—that is, relatively flexible, nonexclusive, and unselfcon- 
scious—they become reified during periods of mobilization and crisis, 
when individuals and the communities of which they are part directly con- 
front their counterparts as “the other.” As should now be evident, the 
twenty-two months that followed the end of World War I, particularly the 
interval that extended from January through July 1920, constituted such a 
period. 


69. While my debt to Robert Wuthnow’s Communities of Discourse will, over the 
course of Part II, become obvious, I have taken the liberty of modifying Wuthnow’s 
framework of analysis. 

6. Post-Ottoman Syrian society, like all societies, was made up of smaller, often 
overlapping groups that engaged in distinctive activities and fretted over particular 
“focal concerns.” See John Clark et al., “Sub Cultures, Cultures, Class,” 56. While 
disparate responses to the spread of market relations and modern state institutions 
delineated the principal fault line that divided Syrian society, other factors— 
regional, generational, experiential, religious, “class,” and professional—cannot 
be entirely discounted. For example, the community of discourse sustained by the 
popular committees contained several subcommunities and local variants. Among 
these might be included a Palestinian variant, in which anti-Zionism played an ax- 
ial role, and an Aleppan variant, which treated Turkish/Arab ethnic and linguistic 
differentiation with relative indifference. 
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KEY SYMBOLS AND SLOGANS 


Before an analysis of the symbols that dominated nationalist discourse dur- 
ing the Faysali period can be undertaken, it is first necessary to define the 
two categories of symbols that will be discussed in this chapter: “key 
symbols” and slogans. Nels Johnson, applying the work of anthropologist 
Sherry B. Ortner to his study of Palestinian nationalism, defines key sym- 
bols as “those [symbols] which dominate a conceptual system by virtue of 
their relatively great capacity either to summarize or to elaborate a social 
order.”” According to Ortner, key symbols are “signaled by more than one 
of [the following] indicators”: 


1. The natives tell us that X is culturally important. 

2. The natives seem positively or negatively aroused by X, rather than 

indifferent. 

X comes up in many different contexts. . . . 

4. There is greater cultural elaboration surrounding X, e.g., elabora- 
tion of vocabulary, or elaboration of details of X's nature, compared 
with similar phenomenon in the culture. 

5. There are greater cultural restrictions surrounding X, either in sheer 
number of rules, or severity of sanctions regarding its use.® 


we 


The symbols analyzed in this chapter display some or all of these attributes. 

Ortner does not limit her discussion of key symbols to those that are 
contained in written and oral communication, however; as she demon- 
strates, physical artifacts may act as key symbols as well. Although this 
chapter will focus on written and spoken symbols, objects also exhibited 
the characteristics of key symbols during the Faysali period. Clothing was 
one such object. Because of regional variations in dress, clothing initially 
served as a geographic marker. But because of regional stereotypes, geog- 
raphy was not dissociated from other connotations. Even before the en- 
tente troops occupied Damascus in October 1918, a split had emerged be- 
tween native Syrians who had remained at home during the war, on the 
one hand, and the Hijazi and Iraqi officers who had participated in the Arab 
Revolt, on the other. The Hijazis in particular were held up to scorn for their 
lack of sophistication, and by November 1918, Damascenes were already 
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calling them, contemptuously, “bedouins” (badw).? Because they were sub- 
jected to public derision, members of the Arab army gave up wearing the 
previously favored kaffiyeh (cloth headdress) and donned a European-style 
helmet that became known as the faysaliyya. One young eyewitness de- 
scribed the transformation of Faysal himself as follows: 


When | arrived home I told my grandfather what I had seen on [the day 
of the king’s visit to Homs in the spring of 1920], that the king had been 
more splendid on the day of his previous visit. Then, when the king had 
been an amir, he wore a flowing white Arab cloak [fadfad], on top of 
which was a fine, soft black aba (which was wrinkled), a slender white 
kaffiyeh bound by a black ‘igal. This made him look like a pure bedouin. 
As for today, he wore a military uniform. On his shoulders and breast 
were epaulets and medals, and he was crowned by the cap [sidara] of an 
officer (now called a faysaliyya). He gave no impression other than that 
he was an important officer.!° 


Faysal’s younger brother and cousin, Zayd and Nasr, also adopted European 
dress “in response to hints.” 1! By means of their sartorial transformation, 
Hijazis were, in effect, announcing that they held the same “civilized” as- 
pirations as did the more urbane mutanawwiriin of Damascus. 

As early as May 1919, however, British observers in the Syrian capital 
reported a movement aimed at discouraging the wearing of European-style 
clothes in public.!2 During and after the autumn 1919 Evacuation Crisis, as 
it became increasingly apparent that the entente powers were planning to 
divide Syria “within its natural boundaries” and place both the coastal and 
eastern zones under a French mandate, popular sentiment in Damascus 
turned particularly anti-Western. Lower-class youths, responding to patri- 
otic fervor and emboldened, as a result of their empowerment through the 
popular committees, to display their class resentments publicly, insulted 
and even attacked women who wore European-style clothes in public. In 
response, the Arab government issued a proclamation that not only threat- 
ened the attackers with punishments but warned women that trained gov- 
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ernment functionaries would henceforth patrol the streets and admonish 
the guardians of every woman “who transcends the limits in her adorn- 
ment and who departs from custom.” ! Thus, over the course of the Faysali 
period, clothing was transformed from a geographic to a political marker, 
and clothes took on the role of what Ortner calls a “summarizing symbol’: 
a symbol that is “seen as summing up, expressing, representing for the par- 
ticipants in an emotionally powerful and relatively undifferentiated way, 
what the system means to them.” 

The other category of symbols to be discussed in this chapter, slogans, 
bears a twofold relationship with key symbols: slogans might contain key 
symbols, or themselves become key symbols.!5 In their mobilization ef- 
forts, the Arab government, its allies, and rival political groups such as the 
popular committees attempted to appeal to as broad a range of the public as 
possible by inventing and disseminating slogans. While some proved to be 
popular, others failed for a variety of reasons. The Arab government ac- 
tively discouraged the dissemination of some slogans, such as those accus- 
ing the government of betrayal or those with anti-Zionist messages.'* Other 
slogans lacked the symbolic richness that would have enabled them to ap- 
peal to many constituencies simultaneously. Effective slogans drove out in- 
effective ones and, in a process similar to natural selection, political factions 
that did not or could not represent themselves or their program through ef- 
fective slogans and key symbols could not gain or maintain popular sup- 
port. As a result, those factions that could represent their programs com- 
pellingly supplanted those that could not.” Slogans might thus be situated 
at the juncture connecting popular aspirations with the organizational re- 
quirements of political enterprises. 

The discussion of representative symbols and slogans that follows is 
based upon a variety of sources, including propaganda brochures, transcrip- 
tions of speeches, copies of broadsheets and graffiti, collections of poetry, 
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accounts of slogans chanted in demonstrations or shouted in riots, newspa- 
per articles and editorials, telegrams, and memoirs. A collection of approx- 
imately fifty original leaflets, gathered from various archives, has been 
particularly valuable for this study. Since the leaflets were all intended for 
roughly the same purpose and thus were bound by the same conventions, 
and since the diplomats, travelers, and spies who gathered them recorded 
the dates and circumstances of their distribution, they provide a practical 
means to ascertain and evaluate the evolution of symbolic usages situated 
within a consistent and singularly purposive medium.® 


FROM THE “DAMASCUS PROTOCOL” 
TO “COMPLETE INDEPENDENCE FOR SYRIA...” 


In May 1915, before the commencement of the Arab Revolt, Amir Faysal 
arrived in Damascus for the second time in two months to meet with those 
leaders of al-Fatat and al-‘Ahd who had evaded discovery by Jamal Pasha. 
According to Antonius, they presented the amir with a draft of the so- 
called “Damascus Protocol,” a document that outlined the terms that the 
British would have to meet before the secret societies would offer their as- 
sistance to the entente cause.!? The following July, Amir ‘Abdallah, the sec- 
ond son of Sharif Husayn of Mecca, sent a letter on behalf of his father to 
Ronald Storrs, the oriental secretary at the British residency in Cairo, 
opening negotiations that would culminate in the Arab Revolt. In the let- 
ter, ‘Abdallah requested that the British approve the creation of an Arab 
caliphate and recognize the “independence of the Arab countries” within 
boundaries delimited in the north by Mersina and Adana up to the thirty- 
seventh parallel, in the east by the Persian border, in the south by the Indian 
Ocean (excluding Aden), and in the west by the Red Sea and the Mediter- 
ranean. These boundaries were identical to those demanded by the secret 
societies in their protocol.?° 

Approximately four years later, immediately before and during the visit 
of the King-Crane Commission to Damascus, the capital was flooded with 
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thousands of leaflets.21 Among them was one entitled “Independence or 
Death!” that contained the following paragraphs: 


All oppressed nations today demand their independence and freedom, 
and sacrifice their blood and money for this purpose. Does it not behoove 
us that we, the Syrian Arab community, unite as a single bloc to demand 
complete independence, free from any blemish of protection or tutelage? 
The hand of God is with the community. (Protection and mandate are 
synonyms, and are the precursors to annexation.) 

We do not deny what the allies have done to help us to achieve our pur- 
poses, but is it just and equitable that we give them our countries in return 
for this aid? Is it reasonable and proper that we place our country under 
the yoke of protection or mandate to one of them? No—certainly not.... 

All parts of Syria—its south, its north, its west, affix their hopes in 
you, as does Palestine (southern Syria), the first to be consulted by the 
commission, which demanded complete independence with no division 
of Syria and refused all protection, tutelage, or mandate. No doubt the 
other parts of Syria will be no less patriotic and zealous than the people 
of Palestine who surprised the commission by their unity and the agree- 
ment of their opinions. Should we not also unite our opinions and our 
hearts to eradicate disgrace and colonialism from this fatherland and 
refuse all protection, tutelage, and mandate, or anything else intended to 
enslave us? Thus, we must demand: 


1. Complete independence for the country of Syria and for the other liberated 
Arab lands, such as Iraq. 


2. Refusal of all protection, tutelage, mandate, or their like. We protest strongly 
Article 22 of the Charter of the League of Nations. 


3. The complete unity of all parts of Syria (from the Taurus Mountains in 
the north, the Khabur and Euphrates in the east, the Arabian Desert 
and Mada’in Salih in the south, the Red Sea and the Aqaba-Rafah line, 
and the Mediterranean Sea in the West). We refuse completely all Zionist 
immigration. 

4. History cannot deny the level that our great dynasties, such as the Umayyad 
and Abbasid, achieved by their complete independence. Inasmuch as we 
need specialists in some matters, we will purchase their services with our 
money as is done in the most civilized country. 


This leaflet— typical of those distributed throughout Syria in the spring 
and summer of 1919—demonstrates just how far the debate about inde- 
pendence had progressed in four years. Although addressed to “Arabs, 


21. A large selection of these leaflets can be found in MAE L:SL/vol. 15/340/ 
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Muslims, Christians, and Jews,” and signed “An Arab Patriot,” and al- 
though demanding independence for “the country of Syria and for the 
other liberated Arab lands, such as Iraq,” the leaflet clearly regards both its 
author and audience as members of a distinct “Syrian Arab” collectivity 
(ma‘shar, jama‘a) composed of the residents of the territory that lies 
within the so-called “natural boundaries” of Syria. Furthermore, the au- 
thor of the leaflet substitutes several variations of the awkward but 
nonetheless more explicit and popular slogan “We demand complete inde- 
pendence for Syria within its natural boundaries, no protection, no tute- 
lage, and no mandate [la himaya, la wisa@ya, wa Ia intidab|” for the more 
nebulous appeal for “independence for the Arab countries” included in 
both the Damascus Protocol and ‘Abdallah’s letter. 

A clearer understanding of the evolution of the terms of nationalist de- 
bate can be attained from the sample leaflets. From October 1918 through 
April 1919, 55 percent of the leaflets that can be found in French, British, 
Syrian, and American archives or that were reproduced in contemporane- 
ous Syrian newspapers were addressed to Arabs, while 16 percent were ad- 
dressed to Syrians. In addition, 16 percent called for Arab unity, 9 percent 
for “complete independence,” and none mentioned the natural boundaries 
of Syria. During the next five months, on the other hand, only 5 percent 
were addressed to Arabs while 23 percent were addressed to Syrians,2? 
none called for Arab unity, 45 percent mentioned the natural boundaries of 
Syria, and 68 percent included the demand for “complete independence” 
(istiqlal tamm), 

According to French sources, the slogan “We demand complete inde- 
pendence,” alone or accompanied by one or both of the provisions outlined 
in the above-cited leaflet (“for Syria in its natural boundaries,” “no pro- 
tection, no tutelage, no mandate”) had, by the time of the arrival of the 
King-Crane Commission in Damascus in the summer of 1919, achieved a 
ubiquity in nationalist leaflets, graffiti, and broadsheets that had no paral- 
lel during the Faysali period.” This occurred in spite of the fact that the 
slogan included pronouncements on two subjects—the nature of inde- 
pendence and the delineation of the boundaries of the nation—that had 
been the focus of contentious debate both during the war and for the first 
months of the post-Ottoman period. It also occurred without the assistance 


22. Twenty-three percent were addressed to citizens, countrymen, and so on, 
while the remainder contained no salutation. 
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of the popular committees—the principal institutional proponent of the 
slogan—whose formation was still several months in the future. 

While the rapid spread of the slogan encumbers the recovery of its ori- 
gins and history, it does not entirely frustrate it. To the contrary, the ge- 
nealogy of the slogan can still be determined in two ways. First, the slogan 
contains elements—the use of the words istiglal tamm to denote complete 
independence and the phrase la himaya, l@ wisa@ya, wa la intidab to express 
the absolute repudiation of entente control—that are so distinctive that 
they can be traced back to their initial articulation with some precision. 
Second, because the slogan was commonly embedded within or accompa- 
nied other texts, its constituent words and phrases were often expressly 
defined. This makes it possible to link those words and phrases to specific 
nationalist organizations, organizers, or political initiatives. For example, 
the enumeration of a particular set of geographic references in the above- 
cited leaflet connects the slogan with earlier efforts to determine the outer 
reaches of the national community. Overall, then, it is possible to recon- 
struct the history of the demand for “complete independence for Syria . . .” 
as follows: 

As discussed in the preceding chapters, the Arab Revolt and its support- 
ers represented one among several groups that composed the Syrian/Arab 
nationalist movement during World War I. In point of fact, support for the 
Arab Revolt among a large faction of the politically active Syrian exile 
community in Egypt, for example, was grudging at best. This faction ques- 
tioned the motivation that drove both the British and the sharifians to con- 
clude their alliance, doubted the ability of the Meccans to guide a modern 
nationalist movement, and/or feared that linking the movement to the pro- 
ponents of an Arab or Hashemite caliphate would alienate the Christian 
population of Lebanon and Syria. “There is no doubt a very real fear 
amongst Syrians of finding themselves under a government in which [the] 
patriarchalism of Mecca is predominant,” Gilbert Clayton, the chief politi- 
cal officer attached to the British army wrote to Sir Mark Sykes of the War 
Office. 


They realize that reactionary principles from which [the] Sharif of 
Mecca cannot break loose are incompatible with progress on modern 
lines. Increased touch between Syrian intellectuals both Christian and 
Moslem and Mecca accentuates rather than diminishes this feeling by 
disclosing [the] ineptitude and inertia of [the] Sharifian government.*4 


24. FO 371/3054/227658, Clayton to Sykes, 28 November 1917. 
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In addition, the unique status of Syrian exiles in Egypt may have con- 
tributed to their notion of themselves as distinctly Syrian and, as a result, 
may have dissuaded many of their number from supporting the Arab 
Revolt and the promise of “Arab” independence. While many exiles held 
privileged positions in Egyptian society, they nevertheless remained unas- 
similated. They were also politically isolated: because the Egyptian experi- 
ence of occupation by a European power forced native nationalists to con- 
front problems that differed from those challenging nationalists in other 
parts of the Ottoman Empire, the Egyptian nationalist movement evolved 
separately from the national movements emerging to the north and, for the 
most part, remained indifferent to appeals to a common Arab identity. Ex- 
cluded from Egyptian nationalist politics and regarded with suspicion by 
their Egyptian counterparts for their “Syrianness,” many Syrian national- 
ist exiles thus turned attribution into communal self-definition.” 

Direct evidence pointing to entente duplicity further fueled the misgiv- 
ings the nationalist exiles felt toward the Arab Revolt. In early 1918, the 
newly installed Bolshevik government in Russia published the texts of the 
secret agreements concluded by the entente powers. Likewise, the text of 
the Balfour Declaration, which had been publicly issued and announced in 
the Times (London), was widely known.‘ In response to these revelations, 
Syrian nationalist activists in Egypt issued the “Declaration of the Seven” 
and organized the Syrian Union from, among others, the ranks of the dec- 
laration’s signatories and remnants of the Ottoman Administrative Decen- 
tralization Party.” 

In an article published in June 1919 in the Egyptian periodical al- 
Manar, Rashid Rida described the debate over program that raged among 
the founders of the union.” The nationalist exiles differed on several in- 
terconnected issues, including the boundaries of the nation for which the 
exiles should organize and the future relationship between Syria and the 
rest of the Arab world, particularly the Hijaz. Britain’s equivocation about 
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its postwar plans, however, triggered the most divisive debates among the 
unionists. For example, the British reply to the “Declaration of the Seven” 
was a masterpiece of ambiguity: while the British pledged “complete and 
sovereign independence” for those “areas in Arabia which were free and 
independent before the war” and “areas emancipated from Turkish control 
by the action of the Arabs themselves during the present war,” they were 
vague about their plans for other territories.?? Uncertain about British in- 
tentions and thus unable to formulate a coherent reply, the Syrian Union 
divided into two factions, the so-called ihtilaliyyiin and the istiqlaliyyun. 
The former group comprised those who were willing to support the tem- 
porary occupation of Syria by one of the entente powers in exchange for 
financial and technical assistance—the “civilizing” mission later enunci- 
ated in Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations. In contrast, the 
istiqlaliyyun demanded immediate (halt) and complete (tamm, ndjiz) in- 
dependence for Syria. 

The program upon which the union eventually settled reveals the out- 
come of the struggle between the two factions. As in the leaflet cited above, 
article one of the program of the Syrian Union defines Syria as an integral 
unit that lies between the Taurus Mountains in the north, the Khabur and 
Euphrates rivers in the east, the Arabian desert, Mada’in Salih, and the Red 
Sea in the south, and the line that connects the towns of Aqaba and Rafah 
with the Mediterranean Sea in the west. According to article two, “Syria will 
enjoy complete independence [istiqlal tamm]” guaranteed by the League of 
Nations. Finally, article fourteen proclaims, “in the case that the Arab na- 
tion comes to realize its national unity, Syria will join this union only on 
the condition that this undermines neither Syrian national unity nor the 
form of the Syrian government in any manner.” 31 

At least two of the founders of the Syrian Union left records of the po- 
sitions they had adopted during the discussions about the program. While 
Rashid Rida hints that he agreed with those who sought to curtail the role 


29. In those territories that, having been under Ottoman authority, were occu- 
pied by entente forces during the war, the declaration pledged that “the future gov- 
ernment . . . should be based upon the principle of consent of the governed”; 
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Majesty's Government that the oppressed peoples of these areas should obtain their 
freedom and independence .. . ” See Hurewitz, Middle East and North Africa, 
2:111-112. 
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of the entente powers in postwar Arab affairs and that he harbored suspi- 
cions about the sharifians and about the sharifian-British connection, he 
professes to have initially opposed severing the ties directly binding Syria 
with the Hijaz and Iraq. What persuaded him to compromise, he wrote, was 
his realization that a choice had to be made between Syrian Christian par- 
ticipation in the Syrian Union (several Christians were among the founders 
of the organization) and Syrian integration into a state that included the 
Hijaz. Defending his willingness to compromise, he maintains that he con- 
cluded that a loose confederation of Arab territories—the solution endorsed 
by the union—would not hinder Syria and the Hijaz from providing each 
other with assistance in their common struggle for independence.*? 

Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, on the other hand, refused to consider relin- 
quishing his hostile stance toward the sharifians and Syrian/Hijazi inte- 
gration. In an interview conducted by the French representative to Mecca 
in the spring of 1919, al-Khatib equated the Syrian struggle against sha- 
rifian pretensions with its struggle against an entente mandate: 


Syria must have, I promise, its natural boundaries and will be an inde- 
pendent Arab state, in every meaning of the word. We do not want to 
have any contact with the Hijazi element, and on this point I share en- 
tirely the opinion of my compatriots. Syrians now must unite their ef- 
forts and struggle for a single purpose: the independence of their home- 
land. They must equally struggle, on the one hand, against the claims of 
certain nations who want to place Syria under their tutelage, and, on the 
other hand, against the active desire of the king, who is searching for a 
way to apply the Qur'an as the law of Syria. If the king persists in his idea, 
we will be finished, [and we will] detach ourselves entirely from him. 


The Syrian Union began circulating its program soon after it was 
ratified. Nevertheless, deciding the agenda for an organization of exiles is a 
far cry from winning widespread support in Syria for that agenda. As de- 
scribed above, not only did the Arab government initially promote a pro- 
gram that was very different from that endorsed by the Syrian Union— 
the program for Arab unity enunciated by Amir Faysal at the Paris peace 
conference on 29 January and 6 February 1919*%*—but the government had 
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access to British financial resources to assist in its dissemination. In con- 
trast, the British authorities in Egypt, aware of the program of the Syrian 
Union and of the group’s plans for organizing in Syria, attempted to un- 
dermine its activities by censoring communications between Egypt and 
Syria and by delaying the repatriation of many politically active exiles.35 
How, then, did the program of the Syrian Union come so swiftly to domi- 
nate the political debate in Faysali Syria? 

The expressly worded slogan calling for complete independence (istiqlal 
tamm) for Syria within its natural boundaries won widespread support in 
Syria for three reasons. First, in spite of measures taken by the British to 
quarantine both Syrian Union activists and propaganda, the union was 
nevertheless able to launch what proved to be an effective organizing cam- 
paign for its program in Syria. While evidence detailing the activities of 
those Syrian Union organizers who successfully entered Syria is sketchy, 
it does indicate that the exiles regarded the dissemination of the program 
of the union as a matter of urgency and that they were assisted in their 
efforts by activists who had remained in Syria during the war years. 
According to Rashid Rida, even before the formal creation of the union a 
cadre of organizers, including officers of the Arab army [and al-Qassab and 
al-Khatib?], traveled between Egypt, the Hijaz, and Syria and “instructed 
others to keep the word going.” 


As a result, many among the Syrian population came to know the truth, 
and their most fervent hope was for complete independence. [They di- 
rected] their pessimism and their ambivalence to the connection between 
Syria and the Arab government, so that no one who came to know the 
truth was in support of the connection.* 


At the close of the war, the Syrian Union planned to deploy a number 
of organizers to Syria: Khalid al-Hakim to Homs and Hama; Rashid Rida 
to Latakia and Tripoli; Hasan Khalid to Aleppo and Dayr al-Zur; Mukhtar 
al-Sulh to Beirut; Hasan Hamada to the Hawran; Rafiq al-‘Azm, Kamil 
al-Qassab, and ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahbandar to Damascus; and Wahba al- 
‘Issa, Shibli al-Jamal, al-‘Azm, and Shahbandar to Palestine. While this 
plan ultimately miscarried, other organizers did make it to Syria, including 
Michel Lutfallah and his brother Georges, who traveled under the pretext 
of organizing famine relief. Starting with 2,00 PE. in seed money from 
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Georges, the Lutfallahs subsidized administrative, translation, and tran- 
scription activities in Syria, and reportedly spent large sums for telegrams 
soliciting assistance from Syrian émigrés in Europe and the Americas.*” 
Among the materials disseminated by the brothers and their associates in 
Syria were items sent from Egypt by Iskandar ‘Ammun, a former vice 
president of the Ottoman Administrative Decentralization Party and one 
of the founders of the Syrian Union. In January 1919, for example, a French 
informant reported that ‘Ammun was shipping “several thousand” items 
to Syria, including a copy of a provocative report issued in 1915 by Etienne 
Flandin, a member of the French senatorial committee for the defense of 
French interests abroad. Because it included phrases such as “Syria would 
be a splendid colony for France” and “Can we abandon an invaluable means 
[i.e., Syria] to penetrate the lands that are at the heart of Islam?,” the re- 
port ended up serving the interests of ‘Ammun and the union rather than 
those of the parti colonial.3* 

Once in Syria, organizers for the Syrian Union worked alongside resi- 
dent nationalists who were unaffiliated with the union. According to a 
British report, one group of Damascus-based nationalists adopted as their 
own the call for independence for Syria within its natural boundaries and 
distributed propaganda that reproduced the precise boundaries delineated 
in the charter of the union. Coordinating their activities with their coun- 
terparts in Beirut, this group sent organizers to Aleppo, Homs, Hama, and 
Latakia to proselytize for their program. “Saayda [sic] and Nablus were be- 
ing canvassed by agents who travel by donkey or cart,” the report added, 
“and they are . . . working south into Palestine.” 

In addition to direct Syrian Union organizing, the popularity of the slo- 
gan calling for complete independence for Syria within its natural bound- 
aries might be attributed to the emotive power of its message. To be suc- 
cessful, the nationalist reinterpretation of history must have resonance 
with a population, and while nationalists have ample leeway in construct- 
ing their narratives, they cannot weave those narratives entirely from 
whole cloth. Ultimately, then, the demand for Syrian independence suc- 
ceeded because Syrians found it compelling, and at least for the brief dura- 
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tion of the Faysali period, most apparently found it more compelling than 
the pan-Arab vision initially advocated by the sharifians. 

The notion of Syria as an integral unit can be traced as far back as the 
Middle Ages.* Although the Ottomans divided the territory into separate 
administrative units, thereby effacing Syria (within its natural boundaries) 
as a political marker, over the course of the Ottoman period Greater Syria 
continued to function as a socio-economic space, reinforced through, for 
example, market, migratory, and even—among elites—matrimonial prac- 
tices. In times of crisis or famine, for example, peasants and tribesmen from 
the Hawran regularly migrated north to Damascus or west to Palestine, 
while under the same conditions Palestinian peasants and tribesmen mi- 
grated in the opposite direction. From the eighteenth century onward a re- 
gional division of labor (with attendant labor exchanges and crop speciali- 
zations) integrated the area stretching from Aleppo in the north through 
Mt. Lebanon and Palestine in the south. Trade networks traversed the area, 
linking merchants from Beirut, Jaffa, Nablus, Damascus, and Aleppo. A rail 
system, completed in the last decade of the nineteenth century, connected 
coastal cities with cities in the interior and cities in the interior with their 
hinterlands, in the process creating what one scholar has called an “emer- 
gent national political economy.” *! 

The economic and social linkages that bound the inhabitants of the 
region to one another, along with cultural habituation to the signifier 
“Syria,” simultaneously inspired and authenticated the nationalist appro- 
priation of terms like Syria and Syrian-Arab. By the turn of the century, 
the terms began to appear in a variety of nationalist texts, including the 
declaration of the 1913 Arab Congress in Paris (at which Syrians from the 
Ottoman Administrative Decentralization Party—including, among oth- 
ers, Iskandar “‘Ammun—played a critical role) and the program of the 
Syrian Union.” 
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It is not being argued here that the idea of Syria within its natural 
boundaries had a more legitimate claim to popular sentiment than other 
national representations or that such sentiment was primordial or im- 
mutable or even exclusive. Nor is it being argued that popular support for 
the integrity of Syria within its natural boundaries resulted inevitably 
from the aforementioned processes of reinforcement. Rather, the argument 
here is that the concept of Syria as a distinct geographic unit was readily 
accessible during this period, and that contingent political events and the 
organizing efforts of activists associated with the Syrian Union and the 
popular committees— organizing efforts that included the dissemination 
of a comprehensive discursive field that imbued “Syria within its natural 
boundaries” with new meaning and distinction—accorded this national 
representation primacy within the nationalist tendency. 

The pervasiveness of the slogan demanding complete independence for 
Syria within its natural boundaries might finally be attributed, ironically, 
to the activities of Amir Faysal and the Arab government. The political po- 
sition of the amir at the close of the war was hardly enviable. On the one 
hand, the organizing of Syrian Union activists and their confederates in 
Syria and the popular response to their program threatened to create rifts 
within the nationalist tendency that the amir feared would weaken his po- 
sition both at home and abroad. On the other hand, a variety of external 
factors—British vacillations, French ambitions in Syria and British ambi- 
tions in Iraq and Palestine, public and secret arrangements made between 
the two European governments, and constraints imposed by his ambiguous 
status at the conference—limited the options available to the amir for con- 
taining domestic disaffection. As a result, Faysal had to walk a tightrope, 
voicing agreement with popular sentiment for the sake of unifying the na- 
tional movement or allaying doubts about his independence and sincerity 
while simultaneously engaging in face-saving and practicable diplomacy. 
Not surprisingly, he met the challenge with an approach that mixed equiv- 
ocation, compromise, and obfuscation. 
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Ostensibly, Faysal adopted the call for “complete independence” as his 
own months before he accepted a compromise formula on the issue of Arab 
unity. While the popularity of the expression “complete independence” 
(istiqlal tamm) certainly contributed to his sanctioning its use and align- 
ing himself with its advocates, two other factors influenced his decision to 
embrace the slogan: his initial faith in the British and their wartime com- 
mitments to his father, and his desire to establish his nationalist credentials 
by portraying the realization of “complete independence” as a legacy ex- 
clusively attributable to the Arab Revolt. Consequently, not only did the 
amir announce in his first declaration to the Syrian people (5 October 1918) 
the formation of an “Arab constitutional government in Syria [that is] 
completely independent” (mustagilla istiqlalan mutlagan la sha@’iba fihi), 
but during the first year of his government—even after he had decided to 
back a British mandate for Syria—he endorsed the dissemination of the 
slogan.“ 

Thus encouraged, government on all levels, as well as allied political 
organizations, adopted and spread the call for “complete independence.” 
Shortly before Faysal’s first departure for Europe in November 1918, for 
example, the French liaison officer in Damascus complained to his superi- 
ors that ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar of the Arab Club of Damascus, with the 
complicity of the amir, organized daily demonstrations in honor of “the 
liberator of Syria and champion of complete Arab independence without 
supervision.” © In April 1919, less than a week after the appointment of 
Henry Churchill King and Charles R. Crane to lead the interallied com- 
mission of inquiry, another French diplomat stationed in the capital re- 
ported that gangs of youths, possibly connected to the Arab Club, were 
painting “Complete Arab Independence” on walls throughout the city, and 
merchants “were advised to make signs imprinted with the same slogan 
and place them in their shop windows.” * The following month, the mu- 
nicipal government of Damascus instructed the guilds that were to partic- 
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ipate in an Arab government-sanctioned demonstration to welcome Faysal 
home after his sojourn in Europe to paint or embroider signs reading, 
“Long live Arab independence,” and to chant, “Long live the amir and com- 
plete Arab independence.” *” Little wonder, then, that shortly thereafter, 
when Faysal, chastened by events in Paris, solicited the help of Muhammad 
Fawzi al-‘Azm in convincing the Syrian people of the need for accepting a 
British mandate, the old man placed the blame for stirring up popular sen- 
timent for “complete independence” squarely on Faysal’s shoulders.** 

Not surprisingly, considering the difficult position in which Faysal had 
been placed, the concept of “complete independence” accommodated greater 
flexibility for the amir than it did for either Syrian Union activists or for 
most of the rest of the population. On the day the French representative in 
Damascus wrote of demonstrations honoring “the liberator of Syria and 
champion of complete Arab independence without supervision,” for ex- 
ample, the amir sent a telegram to his father in which he reconciled “com- 
plete independence” with what he called a “definitive link” (irtibat niha’?) 
with the British: 

I shall authorize a definitive alliance [al-tahaluf al-niha’i] between En- 
gland and the Arabs on the condition that no foreign power but England 
have relations with religious minorities. In exchange for this we shall 
grant the English the [right to] use everything of benefit to them. We 
shall request from [England] everything we lack in the way of adminis- 
trators, advisers, money, and weapons on the condition that we do not 
forfeit one iota of our independence, and that we be a nation that rules 
itself by itself. Then I shall grant whatever they wish, on any terms they 
find acceptable.* 


Underlying Faysal’s generous offer that, in effect, would have placed the 
Arabs under a British protectorate, was the fear of French ambitions in the 
Middle East and the assumption that British and Arab interests converged 
to prevent the realization of those ambitions: 


I refused all help offered to me from France because I saw their desire to 
occupy the country. The link with the British must be a definitive link, 
for the Arabs have no life except through their integrity and love. I do 
not know if they do what they do from expedience or sincerity. Never- 
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theless, we will abide by their policy because our interest is connected 
to theirs. 


By means of this formula—“complete independence” under a virtual pro- 
tectorate—Faysal hoped to balance the demands of his constituents at 
home with the conditions imposed by the entente powers at the bargaining 
table in Paris. 

Entente recognition of “complete independence” was not the only de- 
mand Faysal presented to the assembled diplomats. In his first address to 
the conference, delivered on 29 January 1919, for example, Faysal offered a 
further elaboration of his views, declaring that, on behalf of his father and 
as leader of the Arab Revolt, he sought the recognition of the independence 
of all Arabic-speakers in Asia from the Alexandretta-Diyarbakr line in the 
north to the Indian Ocean in the south, excluding the Hijaz and Aden. 
One week later, Faysal reiterated these demands and, apparently trusting in 
promises made by the entente powers in the “Declaration to the Seven” 
and in the Anglo-French Declaration of 7 November 1918, as well as in 
Woodrow Wilson’ assertion that self-determination was “an imperative 
principle of action which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril,” 4 
proposed the formation of a commission that would ascertain the will of the 
Arab inhabitants of the former Ottoman Empire. 

Faysal's call for entente recognition of an Arab nation based on the prin- 
ciple of self-determination flew in the face of diplomatic realities. To begin 
with, Faysal’s role at the conference was itself disputed, and in the wake of 
French resistance to his claim to represent all Arabs, the amir’s status was 
reduced to that of the representative of the king of the Hijaz. Furthermore, 
not only was the French government unwilling to abandon the principles 
underlying the Sykes-Picot Agreement, but shortly after the entente rep- 
resentatives to the conference had convened in Paris, they accepted in prin- 
ciple the establishment of the mandates system. By the spring of 1919, 
with other options foreclosed, the amir left the conference and returned to 
Damascus, resigned to making the best of a bad situation by abandoning 
both his insistence on the recognition of a single Arab nation and his resis- 
tance to the imposition of a mandate.5? 
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The shift in Faysal’s position with regard to the establishment of an Arab 
state that incorporated Syria can be seen by comparing two statements 
made by the amir before and after his first trip to Europe. A month after he 
had entered Damascus in October 1918, Faysal issued a statement that ad- 
dressed Syrian fears about Hijazi domination of a pan-Arab state: 


The Arabs are not a homogeneous people with respect to region. The 
Aleppan differs from the Hijazi and the Syrian differs from the Yemeni. 
My father divided the country into regions. In each region special laws 
that correspond to the conditions and advancement of the local popula- 
tion will be applied.* 


After his sojourn in Paris, Faysal spoke of a different type of “decentral- 
ized” Arab nation, one that more closely approximated the proposals advo- 
cated by the Syrian Union and the author of the above-cited leaflet. One 
speech, reprinted in part in al-‘Asima and widely circulated in that form, 
stated 


Syria, the Hijaz, and Iraq are divisions of [the] Arab [nation], and all the 
inhabitants therein want their independence. Najd and other areas which 
are on an equal footing with the Hijaz are subject to the Hijaz; as for 
Syria, it is necessary that it be independent within its natural bound- 
aries. The same with Iraq, and it is necessary to establish in Iraq a gov- 
ernment that is separate from the government of Syria and the rest of 
the Arab lands. 


To ensure that the meaning of Faysal’s statement was clear to its readers, 
the newspaper appended, “From this decree it appears that His Highness 
the amir approved the founding of independent governments in Syria and 
Iraq united with an independent Hijaz in foreign policy and domestic eco- 
nomic policy.” In June of 1919, the Arab government distributed tracts 
throughout Damascus and other cities of the eastern zone that not only re- 
iterated the amir’s call for “complete independence for Syria within its nat- 
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ural boundaries” but expressed his “hope for the independence of other 
territories.” 5 

Similarly, in the spring of 1919, shifting diplomatic circumstances, 
coupled with the persistent fear of France, prompted Faysal to advocate 
“complete independence for Syria” under a British mandate.5¢ Months be- 
fore, at the peace conference, Woodrow Wilson had advocated an interna- 
tional commission to assist the entente powers in determining the future 
of Syria. However, the commission as established differed in two signifi- 
cant ways from the commission embraced by Faysal. First, neither France 
nor Britain participated in the activities of the commission, thus rendering 
the validity of its findings uncertain. In addition, rather than delegating the 
commission to determine whether or not the mandates system should be 
applied in Syria, Wilson charged the commission with “elucidat[ing] the 
state of opinion and the soil to be worked on by any mandatory.” Once the 
commissioners had been chosen, Wilson's instructions were even more 
blunt. “It is the purpose of the Conference,” he wrote, “to separate from 
the Turkish Empire certain areas comprising, for example, Palestine and 
Syria, Mesopotamia, Armenia, Cilicia, and perhaps additional areas in Asia 
Minor, and to put the development of their people under the guidance of 
Governments which are to act as Mandatories of the League of Nations.” *” 
By accepting the role of the commission and the principle of a mandates 
system, the Arab government was easily put on the defensive by those 
who, while willing to accept advisers from abroad, portrayed the mandates 
system as little more than a fig leaf behind which the European powers con- 
cealed imperialist ambitions. As the poet Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli wrote at 
the time, 


55. AD 2324/379, Cousse to HC, 16 June 1919; FO 371/4181/89850/24, 
Clayton to Curzon, “Report by British Liaison Officer (Cornwallis) on Political 
Situation in Arabia,” 17 June 1919. 

56. See, inter alia, al-“Azm, Mudhakkarat, 96; Yisuf al-Hakim, Dhikrayét, 3:80; 
Russell, First Modern Arab State, 86-87. According to a British report, Michel 
Lutfallah claimed that Faysal was prepared to accept not only a British mandate but 
“to progress via Mandate to the status of a self-governing dominion within the 
British Empire.” The same report also states that Lutfallah told a British represen- 
tative that the Syrian Union was also willing to accept autonomy within the British 
Empire, but was opposed for tactical reasons to the imposition of a mandate. FO 
371/4182/125032/CPO, “Report on a conversation in Cairo with Michel Bey 
Lotfullah on his return from Syria August 5th 1919.” 

57. Albert H. Lybyer Papers (R.S. 15/13/22), University of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign, “Instructions for Commissioners from the Peace Conference,” 
25 March 1919. See also “Condensation of Instructions,” 1 May 1919; “Supple- 
mentary Instructions,” 1 May 1919, also contained among the Lybyer Papers. 


166 / The Symbolic Component of Discursive Fields 


The enemy have cloaked themselves in hypocrisy, and enfolded it in 
rancor and hatred. 

They took an oath of loyalty and they were disloyal, and from among 
them you have trusted some as allies who were treacherous. . . .. 

What is amiss with those who have carried the scales of guidance on 
their arms, that they have failed to discern the truth? 

If they do not help those who need help and bring success to those who 
deserve it, then let them break the scales.58 


Or, in the words of the leaflet reproduced above, “Protection and mandate 
are synonyms, and are the precursors to annexation.” 

Faysal’s willingness to accept a British mandate polarized the nationalist 
movement. As described in the previous section, the administrative com- 
mittee of al-Fatat split into three groups, with the so-called rafidiin reject- 
ing supervision by any mandatory. According to one account, Kamil al- 
Qassab, perhaps the most vocal of the rafidiin, appended the words “no 
protection, no tutelage, no mandate” (la himdya, la wisdya, wa Ia intidab) 
to the slogan calling for “complete independence for Syria within its nat- 
ural boundaries” to prevent any further slippage in the meaning of “com- 
plete independence.” 5? On the eve of the arrival of the commission, the 
Arab government deemed demonstrations held in Damascus to protest 
Faysal’s position so dangerous that it banned further public gatherings and 
ordered the placement of machine-gun nests on the streets. 

In the wake of this crisis, Faysal backed away from his advocacy of a 
British mandate, first testifying in favor of a “limited mandate” before the 
King-Crane Commission, then renouncing the idea altogether at a banquet 
organized by Michel Lutfallah for that purpose.*! In the meantime, how- 
ever, the Syrian General Congress had formulated a program to present to 
the commission that, in fact, integrated many of the claims and much of the 
language that had been introduced into the nationalist debate by the Syrian 
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Union. Since, as can be determined from the minutes of its deliberations 
and from its resolutions, the congress was more reactive than active, the 
Damascus Program provides a useful (although, of course, imprecise) 
barometer by which to gauge public opinion in Syria. The program is par- 
ticularly telling because the range of opinion represented in the congress 
extended beyond the nationalist field: the nonnationalist Muhammad 
Fawzi al-‘Azm, for example, was not only the dean of the Damascus dele- 
gation, but reportedly played a significant role in drafting and forcing pas- 
sage of the program.” 

The Damascus Program denied the applicability of Article 22 of the 
Charter of the League of Nations to Syria by stating that “the Arab people 
living in the Syrian nation are a people that is no less advanced intellectu- 
ally than other advanced peoples . . . [such as] the Serbs, Greeks, and 
Romanians at the beginning of their independence.” In addition, it included 
the following demands: complete independence (al-tamm al-najiz) for 
Syria, defined as the territory bounded in the north by the Taurus 
Mountains, in the south by the Rafah-Aqaba line (by way of al-Jawf), in 
the east by the Euphrates and Khabur rivers and a line stretching from 
Albukamal to al-Jawf, and in the west by the Mediterranean Sea; indepen- 
dence “without protection or tutelage” (bidiin himaya wa la wisdya); a 
“broadly decentralized” government in Syria, with Amir Faysal as king; 
nonrecognition of the claims of both the French and the Zionists; and com- 
plete independence (istiqlal tamm) for Iraq. Finally, the document recom- 
mended that if the entente powers insisted on furnishing assistance to 
Syria, Syria would accept technical and economic assistance from the 
United States on the condition that such aid did not impinge on the “com- 
plete political independence” (istiqlal siyasi tamm) and unity of Syria and 
that it did not continue for more than twenty years. If the United States 
proved unable to furnish such assistance, Syria would accept it from Great 
Britain, subject to the same conditions. 

Thus, although hailed by one historian as “a skillful blend of views,” * 
the program that Antonius calls with typical embellishment “the authori- 
tative statement of the Arab attitude towards the issues of the day” ® in fact 
demonstrates the extent to which the center of the nationalist debate had 
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already shifted and narrowed during the year that preceded the formation 
of the popular committees. 


THE ARAB REVOLT, SYRIAN REVOLUTIONARIES, 
AND “THE MARTYRS” 


Faysal’s first declaration to the Syrian people, cited above, contains a pecu- 
liar locution: by announcing that “an Arab constitutional government [that 
is] completely independent has been formed in Syria,” Faysal was, in effect, 
asserting that with the entry of the Arab army into Damascus, the struggle 
to realize Arab independence had come to an end. The amir premised his 
pronouncement on the pledges contained within the “Declaration to the 
Seven,” in which the British promised “complete and sovereign indepen- 
dence” to the inhabitants of territories liberated by “the action of the Arabs 
themselves.” It was Faysal’s stated contention —whether accurate or not — 
that by being the first to enter Damascus, “the Arabs” had met the condi- 
tions for independence stipulated in the document.© Thus, as Faysal de- 
clared in his 29 January 1919 speech at the Paris peace conference, the only 
task that remained for the entente representatives was the official recogni- 
tion of a fait accompli. 

Faysal’s adherence to the terms of the “Declaration to the Seven” at the 
conference was a logical diplomatic strategy, considering the lengths to 
which the British had gone to ensure that the Arab army received credit for 
entering Damascus before any other military force®” and the amir’s belief, 
described above, that when it came to Arab-British relations, “our interest 
is connected to theirs.” But Faysal’s claims cannot be entirely attributed to 
the exigencies of diplomacy, for the amir and his allies continued to insist 
to Arab audiences that “complete independence” had been won even after 
it had become apparent that the entente powers, including Britain, thought 
otherwise.® For Faysal and his supporters both inside and outside the gov- 
ernment, maintaining the fiction that Arab independence had been attained 
on 1 October 1918 was of critical importance, for by so doing they en- 
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hanced the stature of the military campaign that had fought to win that in- 
dependence. The Arab Revolt against Ottoman rule—the sole foundation 
upon which the sharifians based their claim to preeminence within the na- 
tionalist tendency and their right to rule in Damascus—thus became the 
axial symbol of sharifian legitimacy. 

With so much depending on the widespread recognition of and appro- 
bation for the symbol among the population, the Arab government and its 
allies engaged in an energetic campaign to disseminate the legend of the 
Arab Revolt and its heroes throughout Syria. “If the devoted Syrian claims 
to be grateful, he will prove it by his respect for the liberator of the Syrians 
from the Turkish yoke,” proclaimed a sign surreptitiously hung on the 
gates of a park in Beirut. “This liberator is our beloved Amir Faysal. The 
man of honor cannot but wish for his well-being.” ® Thabit ‘Abd al-Nur, 
one of the original founders of the Literary Society in Istanbul, traveled 
from Aqaba to Amman distributing postcards depicting an unidenti- 
fied sharifian officer (who closely resembled Amir Faysal) brandishing the 
sharifian flag. Two legends adorned the card: “Greetings from the fida’iyyin 
[those who sacrifice themselves] to the liberated Arabs” and “It [the flag] 
waves in his hand.” ”° In Tulkarm (Palestine), a local nationalist club staged 
a benefit production of a play, The Battle of Tafila, in which club members 
reenacted the battle between the Arab army led by Amir Zayd and the 
Turks.’! The government even established a holiday, ‘id al-thawra (Day of 
the Revolt) in April 1920 to commemorate the exploits of the Arab army 
and —a year and a half after the establishment of the Arab government— 
to celebrate “the completion of the fourth year of the revolt.” 72 

British military leaders in Syria, concerned about both internal and 
external challenges to sharifian rule, also encouraged the propagation of 
the myth of the Arab Revolt. On the eve of Faysal’s first trip to Europe, the 
French liaison officer in Damascus telegraphed his superiors criticizing the 
British for spreading propaganda “to establish the legend of the liberation 
of all the Arab territories, including Palestine and Syria, by the army of 
Amir Faysal alone.” He bemoaned the fact that the “myth” of the Arab 
Revolt was being fed by self-serving newspaper interviews given by leaders 
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of the revolt, and that the publication of a telegram sent by the commander 
of the entente forces, General Sir Edmund Allenby, to Faysal lauding the 
latter's “brilliant victories” had spread the amir’s fame as far as Europe.” 

In one sense, the efforts of the Arab government and others were not 
inefficacious: all nationalist factions, even those that included individuals 
who had deliberately avoided participation in the Arab Revolt or had aban- 
doned Sharif Husayn during the war because they loathed his policies or 
feared his foreign connections, felt compelled to pay homage to, or at least 
acknowledge, the Arab Revolt. In Palestine and Lebanon—territories that 
Britain and France had effectively detached from inland Syria and placed 
under direct control—the symbol of the revolt, and through it the elevation 
of Sharif Husayn and Amir Faysal to an iconic stature, often assumed con- 
notations of anti-imperialism. When the French forbade khutaba’ (preach- 
ers) in the coastal zone from delivering sermons in the name of Sharif 
Husayn during Friday prayers, for example, and in one case exiled the pop- 
ular khatib who disobeyed this ordinance, protests erupted in Beirut that 
spread throughout both zones.”4 

But the meaning of the Arab Revolt was more nuanced in the eastern 
zone where it was too closely associated with sharifian legitimation to con- 
note mere anti-imperialism. Once again, this might be attributed to the ef- 
fectiveness of Arab government propaganda: since the Arab government 
and allied associations furnished authorized exegeses of the revolt through 
oratory, strategically placed newspaper articles, and dramatic reenactments, 
the symbol mostly escaped autonomous and eclectic reinterpretation. 
Nevertheless, because reinterpretation of the symbol did occur—most of- 
ten through its recontextualization in non- or anti-sharifian texts—the 
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evocation of the revolt was not confined to the discursive community that 
included the sharifians and their supporters. 

Amir Faysal himself enunciated perhaps the most comprehensive elab- 
oration offered by the sharifians of the meaning of the Arab Revolt in a 
speech delivered to Syrian notables on 5 May 1919. Because of the signifi- 
cance of the meeting—Faysal had called it so that those in attendance and, 
by proxy, those whom they represented, might authorize him to continue 
“direct[ing] the external and internal policies of the government”—the 
Arab government not only circulated Faysal’s remarks widely (in one case 
granting a subvention to a newspaper to distribute complimentary copies 
of a special edition in which the speech was reprinted) but included in its 
transcription interjections of support for Faysal from the audience.”5 

Faysal’s speech, fundamentally a vindication of sharifian claims, skill- 
fully blended two themes. First, Faysal asserted that the Hijazis deserved 
the continued trust and fidelity of the Arabs because, by rebelling against 
Ottoman authority while “most notables” had remained quiescent or had 
accused them of treason, they alone had demonstrated a true understand- 
ing of international affairs. As a result of their prescience, the Hijazis in 
general and Sharif Husayn in particular had preserved at least a portion of 
the Ottoman Empire from inevitable defeat and dismemberment: 


My father rose in revolt during the great international conflict after he 
had seen that the Turks were being carried along by the German current 
and they were conveying the Ottoman nation to disaster. He saw that 

if the Arabs remained in the war with the Turks in alliance with the 
Germans they would end up in the same way. He saw that the Arab na- 
tion, which had wished for release from the yoke of despotism, was eager 
for a revival of its past history and hoping for an escape from the snares 
of its enemy.” 


As a second theme, Faysal situated the Arab Revolt within the context 
of a broader Arab national movement that included Syrians. Although he 
conceded that Syrians were the first to formulate the doctrine of Arabism, 
he credited Hijazis and the Arab Revolt with translating inchoate ideas into 
action. The Arab Revolt was therefore the sine qua non of Arab indepen- 
dence, and as Arab deliverers, the sharifians merited a paramount place 
within the nationalist pantheon: 
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There is no doubt that, first, my father, then materially, the Hijazis who 
participated, are responsible for the movement—that is, the Arab revolu- 
tionary movement. As for the Syrians, they are conceptually responsible 
because they inspired the Hijazis with the desire to launch the move- 
ment. Praise God, the glory that first belonged to the Hijazis is every- 
one’s glory. Because this revolt was a nationalist revolt, we could not 
have made it without the support of the entire nation. . . . 

After I arrived in Damascus and met with those who advocated re- 
volt, I returned to the Hijaz and told my father how they rose to the oc- 
casion and supported him. But for reasons you all know—the pressure 
the Turks put on them—circumstances did not permit the Syrians to 
support the Hijazis. Nevertheless, history will immortalize their acts 
and inscribe in golden letters the names of those Syrians who were mar- 
tyred during this period. My father launched the revolt against the 
Turks without regard for the consequences to the Hijaz and the Hijazis. 
He was not certain of the outcome, for God does not reveal these things. 
The Turks, however, evacuated all Syria. 


At the very moment that Faysal was engaged in his celebration of the 
Arab Revolt before select notables of Syria, however, a variety of national- 
ist groups distributed leaflets in the streets of Damascus that only in- 
frequently and incidentally alluded either to the Arab Revolt or to the 
“Declaration to the Seven.” In place of the Arab Revolt, the authors of these 
leaflets based their demand for Syrian independence on historical prece- 
dent and/or the right to self-determination. “Oh people: our fathers and 
forefathers had freed the country by shedding their blood and sacrificing 
their lives,” read one leaflet. “Our fathers and forefathers were not colo- 
nized, but were free Arabs who loathed oppression and were contemptuous 
of enslavement.” 7” 

Government officials found perhaps an even greater reluctance to em- 
brace the legend of the Arab Revolt among nationalists in Aleppo, where 
the allure of a myth that cast Hijazi protagonists against Ottoman oppres- 
sors ran afoul of the pronounced pro-Turkish sentiment. Visiting members 
of the Arab government acknowledged that Aleppans provided a particu- 
larly skeptical audience. When Faysal first traveled to the city in Novem- 
ber 1918, for example, he attempted to address this skepticism by conced- 
ing that the location of Aleppo “at the tip of Arab territory” had distanced 
its inhabitants from the Arab Revolt and had made the “simpleminded” 
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among them predisposed to believe the anti-sharifian propaganda dissem- 
inated by the Ottomans.’8 

It should not be surprising, therefore, that in a speech celebrating the 
proclamation of independence and the coronation of Faysal as king of Syria, 
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kayyali, one-time president of the Arab Club of Aleppo 
and member of the local committee of national defense, made only brief al- 
lusion to the Arab Revolt. Instead, he focused on the collective suffering 
endured by Syrians throughout history, particularly during World War I, 
as the foundation for Syrian independence. For al-Kayyali, the struggle 
against the Ottomans was not a unique and defining event in Syrian his- 
tory but was rather one episode in a broader conflict that had pitted the in- 
habitants of Syria—“the talisman of conquerors . . . [whose] soil became 
the graveyard for soldiers and the cause of their ruin” —against “pharaohs 
and Persians and caesars and Tatar sultans and Turks and French and 
British princes who found here their graves rather than the bridge to the 
East.” As for Faysal, al-Kayyali credited the new king as a warrior—albeit 
“in the light of [the Syrians’] sun’ —upon whom Syrians had chosen to be- 
stow a throne not because of his leadership of the revolt but because they 
“believed him to be fit and qualified, constant in trust, loyalty, determina- 
tion, energy, knowledge, of noble descent, and virtuous.” Ironically invert- 
ing the Arab Revolt legend, al-Kayyali shifted the obligation for maintain- 
ing Syria’s independence away from Faysal to the Syrians themselves, 
proclaiming, “we are his [Faysal’s] soldiers, his sword, and his arm.” 7? 

Al-Kayyali’s‘speech is but one example of Syrians appropriating a col- 
lectively borne responsibility for their own liberation. A similar act of 
appropriation is illustrated by the struggle between sharifians and non- 
or anti-sharifians to impart meaning to the words thawra (revolution) 
and tha’ ir/thuwwar (revolutionary/revolutionaries). Thawra was the most 
common of several words (including ingilab and nahda) that orators and 
journalists used to describe the Arab Revolt. In his presentation of 
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5 May 1919, for example, Faysal himself used the terms thawra, thuwwar, 
al-haraka al-thawriyya (the revolutionary movement), and so on, no less 
than nine times to describe the revolt or its participants. But even though 
the term was widely promoted through government channels, its meaning 
began to change as other groupings, including the popular committees, 
their journalist sympathizers, and bands of irregulars who were raiding 
into French and British occupied areas, arrogated it for themselves. By en- 
sconcing their activities beneath the mantle of thawra, these groups and 
their supporters sought a legitimacy that their opponents hoped to deny 
them and that the acts of brigandage, raiding, and extortion that they fre- 
quently undertook or supported seemed to belie. 

The expansion of the number of referents denoted by the term ran 
counter to sharifian attempts to assert that the Arab Revolt had been a 
unique event, and it thus worked to erode the symbolic underpinning of 
sharifian legitimacy, particularly in the context of widespread disillusion- 
ment with the sharifians for acquiescing first to a British mandate, then to 
the January 1920 Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement. For example, while the 
13 January 1920 issue of al-Difa‘, a publication associated with the popular 
committees, slyly raised doubts about the credibility of the amir in a front- 
page article entitled, “Did the Amir Agree with France on Its Mandate for 
Syria? Is It Possible?” (“We know, as does everyone else in the country, 
that His Highness Amir Faysal could not contract with the French govern- 
ment in our name on a matter for which we did not delegate him”), the 
newspaper lashed out at the French news agency Havas for calling “our 
revolutionaries [thuwwar], thieves [Iusis].” Likewise, the newspaper con- 
sistently employed the terms tha@’ir/thuwwar in news accounts about the 
activities of anti-French guerrillas.*1 As a result of such popularization, 
even the normally pro-sharifian Arab Independence Party adopted the 
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nomenclature of the popular committees, calling the activities of the guer- 
rilla bands “nothing but a people’s revolution” (thawrat al-sha‘b).® 
But the popular committees and their sympathizers did not limit their 
use of the term thawra to guerrilla activities aimed against the British and 
the French. In the aftermath of the Evacuation Crisis, as the outlines of en- 
tente plans for Syria began to emerge clearly, the committees employed the 
term to denote activities undertaken against those such as Amir Faysal, his 
government, and his supporters, who they felt were prepared to compro- 
mise the nation’s interests from expediency or treachery. In November 
1919, for example, the Higher National Committee distributed the follow- 
ing leaflet entitled “Treason and Outrage” in the streets of Damascus: 
Since our allies have betrayed us and mocked us, there is nothing left for 
us to do but to knock at the gate of revolution [thawra] from which fires 
will burn and flames climb to the sky. Citizens: Prepare for the revolu- 
tion. Revolution, revolution if they betray us. Revolution, revolution if 
they do not keep their promises. Down with traitors! Down with rene- 
gades! The fire will burn their [unclear]. Down with them on that ter- 
rible day. 
Surprisingly, Faysal and his brother Zayd also adopted this usage of the 
word thawra in their correspondence. While Faysal was out of the country, 
Zayd warned of impending revolution against the sharifians in telegram af- 
ter telegram to his brothers and father: “I cannot stop the revolution,” “the 
revolution is at the gates,” he wrote, pleading for their assistance. Learn- 
ing of the attack on Dayr al-Zur, Faysal wrote that people like Ramadan 
Shallash, were “thuwwar who deserve the stick.” ® 
The discursive community that included the popular committees and 
their allies thus grudgingly accepted the symbol of sharifian legitimacy — 
the Arab Revolt—but invested it with meanings other than those its pro- 
moters originally intended by incorporating it within a different discursive 
field. A similar phenomenon took place with another key symbol that the 
Arab government and its supporters had encouraged and used to validate 
their position atop Syrian society: the “martyrs”—those inhabitants of 
present-day Syria and Lebanon who were executed for political crimes dur- 
ing World War I by Jamal Pasha (the Elder), the penultimate Ottoman gov- 
ernor of Syria and commander of the Ottoman Fourth Army. 
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Over the years, the myth that the executions ordered by Jamal Pasha de- 
lineated a critical boundary in the history of the evolution of the “Arab 
movement” has become commonplace among historians of “Arab nation- 
alism”; the executions, after all, performed at the very time Amir Faysal 
was visiting Damascus, reportedly convinced the amir of the necessity of 
launching the Arab Revolt and Damascenes of the necessity of removing 
the yoke of Turkish tyranny. As rendered by George Antonius, in the wake 
of the executions, 


A shudder shook the country. No one, even among those who knew the 
savagery latent in Jemal’s nature, had expected such severity. The sen- 
tences were all the more appalling as they had fallen on innocent and 
guilty alike, since many of the victims were known to have kept aloof 
from anything approaching treason. On the population at large the im- 
mediate effect was one of terror. The few leaders who had remained un- 
detected were horror-stricken: not in their wildest moments of appre- 
hension had they imagined such a toll of their confederates; and, realising 
their own powerlessness, they turned with heavy hearts to the contem- 
plation of their strangled liberties and to the task of securing freedom, no 
longer for its own sake alone but as a means to vengeance as well. Faisal 
was deeply affected. ... Whatever doubts may have lingered in his mind 
as to the wisdom of breaking with the Turks were now swept away in a 
passionate revulsion of feeling, and the cry which escaped him on hearing 
the news of the executions became the battle-cry of the Arab Revolt. 


Unmentioned in this and similar accounts, however, is the fact that even 
after the executions, Jamal Pasha was frequently feted and celebrated by 
Damascenes, many of whom would later figure prominently in nationalist 
activities. Even the post-1918 embodiment of Arab nationalism, Khayr al- 
Din al-Zirikli, wrote a paean to the Ottoman governor that included the lines 


Bow your heads and avert your glances, 
This is a likeness which comforts distress.°” 


The initial attempts to create meaning from the executions ordered by 
Jamal Pasha were made by those who had participated in the Arab Revolt 
and their supporters who worked with the Arab government. Within a 
week of the British/sharifian entrance into Damascus, representatives of 
the Arab army in Beirut held a ceremony to celebrate the unity of the two 
zones. The central drama of the ceremony was the raising of the Arab flag 
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over the city by the sister of Muhammad and Mahmud al-Mahmasani, two 
of the “martyrs” hanged by Jamal Pasha.®8 One of the first public obser- 
vances organized by the Faysali government in Damascus was a memorial 
service to commemorate the martyrs, held on 19 October 1918, just three 
weeks after the amir entered Damascus at the head of the Arab army. 
Simultaneously, al-Fatat sent representatives from Damascus to Beirut to 
oversee a similar ceremony there.*’ The families of the martyrs received 
stipends from the government, their children attended special schools ad- 
ministered by the Arab government, and they were the focus of attention 
during the national commemorations organized in their honor.” 

Perhaps the most extravagant of the commemorations “dedicated to eu- 
logizing the blessed memory of the martyrs” was held on 6 May 1920. The 
ceremonies took place in the “martyrs’ squares” of Damascus and other 
cities, where the Arab government had ordered poles decorated with 
wreaths of flowers and inscribed with the martyrs’ names to be erected. 
Next to the poles, the ritual planners ordered the placement of platforms 
from which dignitaries might deliver their eulogies. According to the de- 
tailed instructions provided by al-‘Asima, the ceremony was to consist of 
the following sequences: 


The commemoration will begin with the singing of the song of the mar- 
tyrs, followed by eulogies to the martyrs of the nation. After this all will 
go to the graves of the Muslims and Christians where they will place 
wreaths of flowers on the graves of the martyrs; a delegation will be or- 
ganized to visit their families. Committees outside Damascus will join in 
this by sending telegrams of condolence to them. 

In the evening the Arab Club has organized memorial gatherings. 
On the next day [Friday] the story of the noble birth of their spirits will 
be read, and our Christian brothers will consecrate the spirits of those 
executed from among their brothers. On this occasion the Commission 
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of Commemoration—representing the commemorators—will issue a 
faithful proclamation that supports the demands of the nation for unity 
and independence, the demands for which the sons of the nation 
sacrificed themselves.%! 


Both King Faysal and Amir Zayd attended the ceremonies in Damascus.” 

In return for its honors and expenditures, the Arab government and its 
supporters derived reciprocal benefit from the state-sponsored hagiolatry. 
According to Arab government propaganda, the Turks had executed the 
martyrs because of their nationalist activities; the martyrs were thus part 
of the same struggle as those who had participated in the Arab Revolt, and 
the celebration of their memory was a celebration of the ties that bound 
Hijazis, Iraqis, and Syrians, “the martyrs of the scaffolds and trenches,” 
in a common purpose “in the shade of His beloved Highness [Amir 
Faysal].” > For al-Fatat, the memory of the martyrs allowed the increas- 
ingly bureaucratic organization to retain its revolutionary mantle: the 
symbol of the martyrs legitimated the privileged position of an organiza- 
tion whose raison d’étre had become the distribution of patronage. Further- 
more, since the martyrs had come from both the Christian and the Muslim 
communities, their placement in the nationalist pantheon served to extol 
the virtues of intercommunal cooperation (as rendered in the slogan “Reli- 
gion belongs to the individual, the nation to all’), as well as to prove to the 
entente powers that Arabs had outgrown religious fanaticism and were 
thus ready for independence. 

Although the mobilization and propaganda activities of the Arab gov- 
ernment generated the same wide acceptance for the symbol of the martyrs 
as they did for the Arab Revolt, the symbol connoted a different set of 
meanings within the community of discourse associated with the popular 
committees. As a result, even those within the nationalist field who pro- 
fessed political positions that were diametrically opposed to those of the 
Arab government—such as those who decried the interference by non- 
Syrians (particularly the French and Hijazis) in Syrian affairs, the aspira- 
tions of the mutanawwirin to create a replica of a European nation state in 
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Syria, and the Arab government's tactic of compromise with and appease- 
ment of the entente powers— invoked the “spirit of the martyrs” to enlist 
support for their own brand of nationalism. 

In the Independence Day speech cited above, for example, ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-Kayyali called on his audience to “Remember your yesterday!” 


[Remember] who was dwelling here and who was hanged and jailed and 
exiled without limit, not by law but merely because of your nationality. 
Do not forget those oppressors and the crying of orphans and the be- 
reaved which still echoes in the ears . . . [T]he ghosts of those who died, 
sacrificed to hunger, disease, war, hanging, and exile are still in front of 
your eyes, pointing to what must be done to purify this soil and calm 
these spirits. 


Others speaking the same day echoed similar sentiments: 


If the West imagined the silence of Syrians after they sacrificed the 
cheap and the expensive, the new and the inherited, and after they shed 
the blood of their devoted brothers and sacrificed their own children, 
yielding to ignominy and submitting to imperialism, then what they 
imagined will be calamitous [for them]. The Syrian could not refrain 
from announcing his independence which he bought with the blood of 
his children when he heard with composure, judgment, reason, and 
reflection the decision of the peace conference. 


In both speeches, the martyrs served the purpose of metonymy, symboliz- 
ing the martyrdom of the entire Syrian nation during the war. 

For still others, particularly those in the popular committees and guer- 
rilla bands who advocated armed resistance to entente plans, the lesson of 
the martyrs was not that Syria deserved independence because of their 
martyrdom; rather than victims to be mourned, the martyrs were exem- 
plars of revolutionary struggle. In May 1920, on the day set aside by the 
Arab government to commemorate the martyrs, the newspaper al-Kinana, 
which frequently spoke in the name of the popular committees, published 
the following appeal: 


The Cry of the Arab Fatherland 


Syrian people! Remember that on this day you lost the noblest of your 
liberal sons who gave their lives to place you by the side of the great and 
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free nations. They devoted themselves to this noble end and they call to 
you to remember them, and with them their principles. . . . 

Syrian nation! If the memory of your noble sons moves you and 
you weep for them precious tears, know that you cannot pay them their 
due unless you follow in their steps and are molded in their mold. The 
[French] government, which is eager to colonize you, usurp your wealth, 
and kill nationality in the souls of your sons, does not desire to grant you 
your manifest right. Rise like one man to defend that independence and 
Syrian unity without which there is no right. They desire to enslave the 
sons of the nation. They desire to make Palestine a national home for the 
Jews! They have driven a deadly thorn into the body of our nation which 
breaks our unity and destroys our national spirit, our freedom, our pros- 
perity, and our souls. They desire to give the foreigner control over us so 
that discord is sown amongst us, our race and language are impaired, and 
in the future soldiers will be taken from us to fight for the foreigner. 

Your noble ancestors appeal to you to preserve their heritage, and de- 
fend and fight for their honor. He who loves his life shall be humiliated. 


This article was published almost three months after al-Kayyali had de- 
livered his speech. By this time, the entente powers had signed the San Remo 
Agreement dividing Syria into separate mandated territories, thereby prov- 
ing that it was too late to expect that the powers would be moved by either 
the sacrifices endured by the Syrians during the war or by demonstrations 
that the level of civilization in Syria met entente criteria for “complete in- 
dependence.” Furthermore, by this time the British government had re- 
duced its subsidy to the Arab government, crippling the latter's capacity to 
repress its rivals and disseminate sustentative propaganda. Under these cir- 
cumstances, it was perhaps inevitable that the meanings previously as- 
signed by the Arab government to the symbol of the martyrs would lack 
credibility for many Syrians. 

It is interesting to note that the symbol of the martyrs retained its emo- 
tive force (and for succeeding governments, its utility) even after the dis- 
solution of the Faysali state. In the wake of the French invasion of inland 
Syria, nationalist historians amalgamated the story of Faysal’s expulsion 
from Damascus and the story of the martyrs within the trope of Arab vic- 
timization at the hands of outsiders (Turks, Westerners, Zionists). As a re- 
sult, the passion of the martyrs, as recounted in textbooks and popular his- 


96. FO 371/5188/E6132/39, “Arabic Press Extracts for Week Ending May 24 
1920.” For similar usage, see MD 4H112/2b, Notebook entitled “Habib Bey Este- 
phane,” n.d.; MD 4H114/4/374, Cousse to Gouraud, 7 May 1920. 


The Symbolic Component of Discursive Fields  / 181 


tories and as commemorated in ritual, still serves as a key evidentiary com- 
ponent in the widely celebrated contemporary Arab national myth.” 


“RELIGION BELONGS TO GOD, THE NATION TO ALL” 


At a meeting of the Arab Club of Damascus held in late February 1919 in 
honor of General Sir Edmund Allenby, the metropolitan of the Eastern 
Syrian rite spoke on the meaning of Arabism. “I proclaim a new religion 
above all others,” he announced. “It is the religion of Arab unity which 
gathers together the children of the nation regardless of their faith.” ® 
While perhaps an unusual sentiment from a man of the cloth, statements 
such as this were not uncommon in the eastern zone of Syria during the 
Faysali period. In November 1919, for example, another orator declaimed 
to the same audience, “All of us of different religions and homelands pro- 
fess the religion of patriotism, and we declare openly that all of us are 
Arabs, the commonalities of language and patriotism uniting us.” ” The 
next week, a front-page editorial in al-‘Asima entitled “Let Us Return to 
Religion” proclaimed that the three monotheistic religions strove for sim- 
ilar goals—“to reform mankind and to illuminate its hearts with the light 
of moral excellence.” All three religions, the editorial continued, are agreed 
on several principles: faith in God, belief in the day of judgment, moral vir- 
tue, and the “national ties among the sons of one country [and] .. . the 
patriotic interests that all share.” Bashir Yamut’s poem, “The Patriotic 
Brotherhood,” also printed in al-‘Asima, contained the same sentiment: 


Religion belongs to God. God decreed that 

All religions are from a single source. . . . 

In God's view Jesus and Ahmad are united. 

Why do you think I can differentiate between them? 

They are innocent of hate and ill will. 

Do not create hatred in their names. 

They [i.e., outside observers] charge that we are not united by love of 
our country. 

So answer these charges. 

We will not accept any haven except brotherhood.’ 
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While both nationalist discursive communities espoused the cause of in- 
tercommunal harmony and circulated the slogan “Religion belongs to God, 
the nation to all” with more or less enthusiasm, the discursive community 
to which the Arab government and its allies belonged did so with a particu- 
lar conviction and zealousness.!° The Arab government and the Arab Club 
circulated petitions signed in the name of people of all sects (fawa’ if), 
creeds (madhahib), and religions (adyan) of a village or quarter; officially 
sanctioned parades and planned demonstrations, led by spiritual leaders 
from the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish communities, featured copies of 
the Old and New Testaments prominently displayed alongside copies of the 
Qur’an; and editorialists extolled the common roots and virtues of the 
three monotheistic religions in newspapers subsidized by, or aligned with, 
the Arab government. 

The fact that Syria included large numbers of both non-Muslims and 
non-Sunni Muslims naturally encouraged efforts to build a political com- 
munity that treated religious affiliation with disinterest. But promoting 
intercommunal harmony had the additional effect of furthering govern- 
mental designs both domestically and internationally. At home, the Arab 
government aspired to quiet the fears of religious minorities who ques- 
tioned the Hijazi commitment to secularism and were leery of the sharif’s 
caliphal ambitions. Amir Faysal himself worried that their apprehensions 
about joining a state that contained a Muslim majority might cause them 
to call upon France for protection, an act that would, of course, have devas- 
tating consequences for Syrian unity.’ Abroad, guaranteeing protection 
and full political participation to minorities served the tactical purposes of 
those who hoped to win independence by demonstrating to the entente 
powers that Syria was “a nation worthy of life and independence.” 1 Thus, 
as al-‘Asima outlined in a proclamation to “our most exalted Muslim broth- 
ers,” “We want Europe and the whole world to know that the ancient reli- 
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gious struggles have died and are finished, and we are now sons of one na- 
tion and one fatherland.” !™ In his proclamations to the Syrian people, 
Faysal consistently linked religious toleration in Syria with favorable deci- 
sions at the peace conference. “If we are divided into parties and sects,” he 
told an audience in Aleppo, “[the civilized world] will despise us, because 
they regard all religions as equal and do not distinguish between peoples.” 1 

Nevertheless, the Arab government and its allies did not show support 
for minority rights merely on utilitarian grounds, nor were the conspicu- 
ous displays of revulsion at incidents such as the February 1919 massacre 
of Armenians in Aleppo just cynical ploys contrived for foreign consump- 
tion.!” Rather, because of their predilection for positivist ideas and mod- 
ernist apologetics, the mutanawwiriin who supported the Arab govern- 
ment and articulated the ideals upon which the program of the government 
was constructed believed that the freedoms and constraints imposed by the 
modern age had made “religiosity a weaker influence in building social and 
political nations over time.” 1° “We are in the twentieth century,” read a 
proclamation published in al-‘Asima, “and true patriotism is above every- 
thing else, and the Muslim is the brother of the Christian whether he 
wants it or not.” 1° The mutanawwiriin believed that communally based 
social structures and identities, the remnants of a more primitive time, 
would thus naturally disappear with the exposure of Syrian society to the 
exigencies of modernity and the construction of social institutions com- 
patible with the contemporary era.!!° 

It was the function of the mutanawwirin to catalyze this process not 
only by constructing such institutions, but by inducing Syrians to accept 
their vision for the modern nation state as well. The dissemination of the 
slogan, “Religion belongs to God, the nation to all,” was thus only part of a 
broader process through which the mutanawwiriin sought to instill in the 
population a “civic” model of the nation in which the bonds of citizenship 
and shared legal practice and political ideals would supersede the bonds 
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of ethnicity and religion." Theirs was a conception of nation born of his- 
toric accident and the exigencies of diplomacy, imposed by a self-conscious 
political elite upon a population that, in the words of Amir Faysal, “like 
children . . . does not understand the meaning of nationalism, freedom or 
independence.” 11 

As evinced by a variety of unofficial texts, from graffiti to leaflets to slo- 
gans chanted in unauthorized demonstrations, both the program of civic 
nationalism promoted by mutanawwiriin and the goal of joining the ranks 
of “civilized nations” lacked inherent appeal for many Syrians. On the con- 
trary, texts confirm that much of the discourse used by the Arab govern- 
ment and its supporters in their communications with the Syrian popu- 
lation—a discourse represented by slogans such as “Religion belongs to 
God, the nation to all”—was a discourse that M. M. Bakhtin characterized 
as “authoritative.” In contrast with “internally persuasive discourse,” au- 
thoritative discourse cannot be integrated with previously held beliefs 
through concurrence or piecemeal assimilation; instead, since it is inextri- 
cably linked to the authority that promulgates it and gains support solely 
on the basis of its connection to that authority (and not on the basis of its 
intrinsic merit), its acceptance or rejection depends on circumstances ex- 
trinsic to the cogency of its argument or its associability with previously 
held beliefs.1"3 That such state-sponsored discourse is relatively impervious 
to widespread concurrence or piecemeal assimilation is to be expected: as 
Emile Durkheim argues in his Professional Ethics and Civic Morals, the 
complexity of modern societies ensures that only the vaguest or most ba- 
nal platitudes promulgated by a state can win broad approbation among a 
heterogeneous population.!!* Thus, with the manifest failure of the strat- 
egy of achieving independence by proving that Syria was a civilized nation 
“worthy of life and independence,” the emergence of the popular commit- 
tees as credible claimants to authority, and the disintegration of internal 
conditions, the authority of the Arab government and its mutanawwiriin 
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allies collapsed, and slogans such as “Religion belongs to God, the nation to 
all” remained only vestigially, appearing in (usually official) political ora- 
tory but, for the most part, absent from the street.15 

In contrast with the attempts made by the mutanawwirin to use slo- 
gans to inculcate nonconventional and modernist values, the popular com- 
mittees and their supporters consistently reasserted symbols which were 
familiar to most Syrians—symbols that “could mobilize certain varieties 
of feelings of collective belonging which already existed” 14*—all the while 
investing them with new meanings by placing them within a nationalist 
discursive field. Significantly, while the use of these symbols by the popu- 
lar committees and their supporters, like the overabundance of eurogenic 
symbols in the discourse of the mutanawwirin, was hardly elective, it was 
nonetheless self-conscious. In an article published, ironically, on the front- 
page of al-‘Asima, Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib took the mutanawwiriin to task 
not just for failing to use symbols and slogans that had resonance with the 
population but for using symbols that actually worked at cross-purposes 
with their goals. Public opinion, he wrote, is derived from a synthesis of 
historical traditions and those transitory events that “the people compel . . . 
to be compatible with their traditions.” 


Syrian public opinion combines that which is constant and that which 

is novel because it borrows from past tradition and is faithful to eternal 
goals. It links that which is novel with tradition according to the dictates 
of the time, attempting thereby to balance new exigencies and ancient 
tradition; it is satisfied with the new as long as it does not contradict the 
old, or it will resist it unto death if the two remain in contradiction. This 
is the secret of the Syrian’s optimism toward new things, an optimism 
that has lasted from the earliest days through today; it is also the reason 
for his pessimism in regard to all he wishes to safeguard.1”” 


As exhortations for intercommunal harmony disappeared from leaflets 
distributed on the streets of Damascus after the departure of the King- 
Crane Commission, conspicuously Islamic symbols—calls for jihad and 


115. The slogan “Religion belongs to God, the nation to all” appears in 14 per- 
cent of the sample leaflets distributed during the period October 1918-June 1919; it 
appears in none of the sample leaflets distributed after the King-Crane Commission 
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this number is reduced to 7 percent after June 1919. 
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Islamic unity, salutations addressed to Muslims or “Defenders of Islam,” 
quotes from the Qur’an, the slogan “God is with us”—took their place.!!8 
The following leaflet, distributed in Damascus during the autumn of 1919, 
provides typical examples: 


To the Defenders of Religion 


Remember the words of God: Struggle and wage jihad. Where is this 
jihad? Attend to God's injunction: Prepare all force of which you are ca- 
pable against them. Where is this force that you are to provide to defend 
your religion and your country? Enough of their falsehoods and decep- 
tions. Enough of your tolerance and inaction. They have lied to you, 
deceived you, betrayed you. They want to partition you even after they 
have made pledges to you. They will swallow you up after they have 
sworn to be faithful. Do not trust those who profess to believe your reli- 
gion. Draw your swords and sharpen them. Prepare your guns and your 
ammunition. I swear by God that the enemy will not be able to stand 
against you, for God is with us and God is the buttress of believers.""9 


By the spring of 1920 even Amir Faysal acquiesced to the use of Islamic 
symbols within texts promulgated by the Arab government. In April 1920, 
for example, the amir presided over a ceremony held to dedicate the stan- 
dard of the first infantry division of the Arab army. The inscription on one 
side of the standard was 


In the name of God the merciful, the beneficent 
Struggle in the path of God 

God is with us 

Our victory will be manifest 


On the obverse was 


There is no God but God, Muhammad is the messenger of God 
First Infantry Brigade 
Year: 1338 
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ing the visit of the King-Crane Commission to Damascus. 
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Faysal delivered a speech after the army paraded the banner through the 
streets of Damascus, declaring, “At this time it is incumbent on the divi- 
sion that dedicates this flag to prove that it is worthy of this gift and that it 
knows how to sanctify it by sacrificing its blood defending the honor of the 
army and protecting the fatherland.” 12° 

European and American observers ascribed the Islamization of political 
rhetoric to both the resurgence of atavistic characteristics among the pop- 
ulation of Syria and to the efficacy of Kemalist propaganda that called for 
Islamic unity against the common Christian enemy. While there is evi- 
dence that the Turkish insurgents did distribute money and propaganda to 
the popular committees and the guerrilla bands with which the committees 
were affiliated,!21 it is important to note that the use of Islamic symbols was 
hardly atavistic. Islamic symbols did not dislodge nationalist symbols from 
popular texts; rather, in most texts the two sets of symbols were fully con- 
joined. Thus, on the eve of the French invasion of inland Syria, for ex- 
ample, al-Kinana published a full-page proclamation summoning Syrians 
“to enter the barracks,” using both sets of symbols in combination. 


Your honor, your independence, your holy religious rites, and your free- 
dom are in imminent danger and if you do not rise up and defend them, 
the first will be oppressed, the second will disappear, and the third will 
be trampled by divisions of your enemy—the enemy of God and the 
fatherland. Muhammad the Arab calls you to sacrifice your spirits and 
money to save your country. Remember the commandments of God and 
His prophet and follow the examples of Ibn Walid, Tariq, “Ugba, Ibn al- 
‘As, and Ibn al-Khattab. . .. Come forward and do not hesitate to enter 
the barracks, to enlist, and to trust in God—for He is the best of helpers. 
And if you support God, God will not abandon a believing nation.!”2 


The placement of Islamic symbols within the popular nationalist discur- 
sive field extricated those symbols from the contexts in which they had pre- 
viously been situated and transformed their meaning to connote the bonds 
of “nation” that united Syrians with one another and differentiated them 
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from the imperialist enemies “of God and the fatherland.” Syrians thus did 
not “retreat” from a national identity to a religious identity; instead, in the 
frenzied atmosphere of post-San Remo Syria,!™ as the numbers of Syrians 
participating in politics increased dramatically, the bonds of Islam came to 
exemplify, not contravene or replace, the bonds of nation, and the defense of 
Islam, like the familiar call for the defense of female virtue against defile- 
ment by the French ta@mi‘iun, came to connote the defense of nation and com- 
munal purity: 24 


If the brave sons of Syria were to shrink from death on behalf of their 
fatherland 

How would our girls protect their honor? 

How would our people safeguard their souls? 

How would the nation be freed from the filth of the enemy? ?5 


Thus, as described in the Introduction, by the spring of 1920, those “brave 
sons of Syria” who volunteered to fight at Maysalun left for the front pro- 
claiming the defense of their country to be “al-jihad al-watani”—the pa- 
triotic jihad— compelled by conflation of religious and nationalist duty. 


DEMOCRACY AND PROGRESS 


In the early spring of 1920, around the time that the recently reconvened 
Syrian General Congress took up debate on independence and a constitu- 
tion, the delegates to that body divided themselves into three blocs. Al- 
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though contemporary observers and historians have disputed the exact 
number of members in each, most affirm that a majority of members be- 
longed toa coalition that called itself the Progress Party (hizb al-tagaddum), 
while the remainder participated either in the Democratic Party (al-hizb 
al-dimugqrati) or in a third, less coherent grouping (identified, variously, as 
the Moderate Liberal Party [hizb al-hurr al-mu‘adil] or simply, because 
they did not belong to one of the other parties, “independents” [istiqlaliy- 
ytin]).!26 Members of the Progress Party were al-Fatat stalwarts who gen- 
erally supported the policies of the Arab government, while members of 
the Democratic Party were either affiliated with or supported the goals of 
the Higher National Committee. The independents tended to vote with the 
Progress Party. 

Since the Arab government and the popular committees provided the 
institutional framework that supported the two main nationalist discursive 
communities, it is natural that their rivalry would carry over into the Syrian 
General Congress. But what is perhaps most interesting about the intra- 
parliamentary rivalry was the names chosen by the two blocs. The decision 
made by the representatives to call their respective caucuses “progress” and 
“democracy” was not haphazard. The rival blocs chose these names because 
each name functioned within its community as a key symbol, summariz- 
ing and representing both the foundations of political legitimacy and the 
fundamental goals of the national movement for those who participated in 
that community. 

In the Introduction, I traced the resonance of the concept of “progress” 
in the Middle East primarily to the emergence of new social classes and the 
reconfiguration of established classes that constructed (or reconstructed) 
their worldview under the influence of the nineteenth-century expansion 
of market relations and state capabilities. In the latter years of the Ottoman 
Empire, individuals from this milieu formulated the symbols and discur- 
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sive field and shaped the institutional setting for one of the two main com- 
munities of discourse that dominated nationalist politics during the im- 
mediate postwar period. For those within this community, the concept of 
universal progress not only possessed the same intrinsic resonance that it 
had for their European counterparts, but as with nationalists from similar 
backgrounds in other parts of the world, the concept supplied a principal ra- 
tionale for their activities: the national movement, under the leadership of 
the mutanawwirin and their political stewards, would deliver to the pop- 
ulation of Syria the material benefits associated with civilization and, 
through the appropriation of relevant cultural supports upon which con- 
tinued progress depended, align Syria with the community of “civilized” 
nations and Syrians with the universal project of modernity. 

The association of nationalism with national advancement and human 
progress was thus a familiar theme that permeated the writings and ora- 
tory of the mutanawwiriin. For example, sermons distributed by the Arab 
government to mosques throughout Damascus in April 1919 presented the 
case for progress and “civilization” to Friday worshipers in the idiom of 
Islamic modernism: 

Independence consists of training minds to interpret the truth. It is the 
effort made by all for the interests of all, the appeal made to true and 
useful sciences so that the mind might expand and cast aside the veils of 
ignorance, so that men might worship God in total humility and obedi- 
ence and utilize to the fullest extent possible the ideas of progress and 
civilization. It is by independence that men will be able to expend their 
efforts in the pursuit of their interests which are also the interests of 
their nation. Among these are the improvement of communications, the 
construction of railroads, and the fostering of commerce, agriculture, 
and all other forms of economic activity. This is the independence of 
which the prophet approved, the independence advocated by Islam.!?” 


Other texts contained visions of the glorious Syrian future that would be 
secured by investment in or application of industrial and agricultural tech- 
nology,!28 praised the Arab government and the sharifians (“the princes of 
today, like the princes of yesterday, revering knowledge and striving to 
expand it” 12%) for their commitment to the advancement of science and 
knowledge, or announced the formation of scientific and literary societies, 
the commencement of lecture series, the founding of schools, and the ini- 
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tiation of civic institutions such as a national library and national mu- 
seum—all of which simultaneously functioned as exemplars and (for the 
benefit of both the entente powers and skeptics at home) proof of the ad- 
vance of civilization in Syria. 

For the mutanawwirtin, harmonizing the nation with the exigencies of 
universal progress required a fundamental restructuring of social life, in- 
cluding the role accorded women in Syrian society. Newspapers such as al- 
‘Asima and al-Kawkab offered a constant barrage of articles discussing the 
importance of women in building the new Syria, urging them to prepare 
for independence by studying and emulating their more liberated counter- 
parts in the West. In these articles, the mutanawwiriin called on women to 
apply themselves in culture and the arts, to undertake acts of charity, and 
to renounce frivolity and frippery in order to devote themselves to the na- 
tion: “Damascene women possess gold jewelry whose value exceeds a mil- 
lion lira. . . . If all this money were collected and placed in a savings account, 
it could be used to establish an academy.” 1° But beneath these calls was the 
effort to create a facsimile of the two spheres that had defined idealized 
gender roles among the (nonfeminist) bourgeoisie of nineteenth-century 
Europe—a public sphere dominated by men, supported and nurtured by a 
sphere of domestic femininity: 


If woman is not held back, she will be a treasure house of knowledge and 
a depository of the humanities and art. However, she does not want the 
divine aptitude that would prepare her to be an engineer or lawyer or 
khatiba or journalist, but she wishes that it make her a mother and mis- 
tress of the house and nursemaid to her infants and children. Those who 
attempt to fill her head with various sciences and arts on the contrary fill 
the void in her thoughts with matters that separate her from what was 
created for her sake and drive her away from the execution of her natural 
functions."! 


Because Syrian nationalists confronted conditions that differed from 
those existing in Europe, the activities that the mutanawwirin appor- 
tioned to women included both those enjoined on European women and 
others from which European women were barred. For example, some mu- 
tanawwirtin (one of the most prominent and, to conservatives, vexing of 
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whom was Sati‘ al-Husri, minister of education) argued that Syrian girls 
should receive education like European girls; after all, if women were ex- 
pected to raise children who would build the Syria of the future, they needed 
training in the sciences and national culture so that they might tutor their 
offspring. “Arab women need to realize that the awakening of the East 
needs capital—that is, knowledge,” an editorialist in al-‘Asima wrote. 
As Imam Ghazali said: Your children grew up fifty years before they 
were born in terms of the ideas that influenced you [their mothers]. 
Thus women from their earliest youth must be fed with the milk of 
knowledge and virtue in order to raise children of virtue.°2 


But members of the Progress Party used the same rationale to argue that 
Syrian women should be exposed to politics as well. As a result, the party 
championed the cause of women’s suffrage within the Syrian General Con- 
gress. According to several accounts, it was the proposal to extend the fran- 
chise to women that precipitated the split between rival blocs: the Demo- 
crats and their extraparliamentary allies opposed not only women’s suffrage 
but the efforts of Sati‘ al-Husri to expand education for girls. Furthermore, 
the attendant debate effectively paralyzed the congress up to a week before 
the French invasion of inland Syria.’ Ironically, France did not enfranchise 
its women for another quarter-century. 

For the Democratic Party and its allies outside the Syrian General 
Congress, “progress” did not hold the allure that it did for their rivals, nor 
did they consider adherence to the principle a criterion for legitimation. On 
occasion, the party and its allies even held the idea of progress and its pro- 
ponents up to ridicule. “The French in Syria do not care whether their ter- 
ritory is destroyed or not, whether its economic life comes to a standstill or 
not, whether the population lives or dies, nor whether villages are wiped 
out or are populous,” one writer declared in al-Kinana. “They only care 
that the authorities there should possess the sources of wealth and turn the 
free population into slaves in the name of progress, and that only the 
Syrians feel the effects of all this upon them.” ™ In place of the uncertain 
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blessings of progress, the Democratic Party and the popular committees 
with which the party was affiliated based their legitimacy on their claim to 
represent the “will of the nation.” 

This claim constituted a central theme of texts disseminated by the pop- 
ular committees. For example, in early March 1920, on the eve of the re- 
convening of the Syrian General Congress, the Higher National Commit- 
tee posted a broadsheet throughout Damascus entitled “ The Nation Dictates 
Its Wishes to the Syrian Congress.” The declaration first reminded the rep- 
resentatives of their mission by opening with a salutation greeting “the no- 
ble Syrian Congress which convenes during this political storm to echo the 
aspirations of the nation.” Following a brief introduction, the declaration 
listed the nation’s demands, which the congress had to enact to “obtain the 
nation’s confidence and become its true representative.” Starting each re- 
frain with the assertion “The nation wants,” the declaration underscored 
the democratic principles that had to govern an independent Syria: 


The nation wants from [the congress] a civilian, democratic, representa- 
tive government. ... 

The nation wants that when [the congress] proclaims its august amir 
as king of the country that it proclaim him a just, constitutional, and 
democratic king. . . . 

The nation wants [the congress] to base its fundamental law on the 
principle of a representative, democratic, decentralized monarchy. . . . 


The notice was signed by Kamil al-Qassab, “in the name of the Syrian 
nation.” 185 

To enhance their claim to represent the “will of the nation,” the popular 
committees circulated their own idealized founding myth, just as the Arab 
government had done before them. The myth presented the committees as 
the inevitable product of popular enthusiasm that had been aroused by the 
Evacuation Crisis. According to the preamble to the charter of the Higher 
National Committee: 


Public action for the nation cannot succeed if the individuals of the nation 
are not prepared for it. The requirement [for public action] is mutual 
assistance, which is necessary to foster it. Thus were the circumstances 
when the matter of patriotic formations arose in the capital of Syria. The 
need for them was felt in homes of every neighborhood and in the heart 
of every individual. Thus, the people rushed to realize this undertaking on 


135. Original text in SL:LW. Reprinted in al-Ahram, 12 March 1920, and in 
USNA 165/2558-16, Military Attaché (Cairo) to Director Military Intelligence, 
16 March 1920. 
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every front, and the people of [each] district played their part without col- 
lusion, compelled by the feeling of patriotic duty. This glorious creation, 
which was given the name “Higher National Committee,” along with the 
branch committees, arose from the totality of their labors.16 


Thus engendered, the popular committees assumed the function of consoli- 
dating and rendering effective the inchoate aspirations of Syrians by trans- 
forming “the entire nation into a single powerful bloc which feels one feel- 
ing and strives for one powerful interest.” 17 

For those associated with or sympathetic to the popular committees, the 
symbol of democracy thus cohered with the overall representation of Syria 
as an organic community that possessed a common will derived from a 
common history and identity. Although the mutanawwiriin also attended 
to democracy, they situated it within a very different discursive field—one 
that assigned pride of place to “progress.” Thus, although they accepted de- 
mocracy as doctrinally consistent with “the spirit of the age,” they argued 
that the nation was as yet ill-prepared for democracy and would thus have 
to undergo extensive preparation (under their tutelage) before democratic 
principles could be applied in Syria: 


All the miseries that democracy has inflicted in other countries comes 
from its establishment without preparation; it is not reasonable that we 
demand to arrive at the second stage before passing through the first. . . . 
Therefore I say to my brothers among the mutanawwiriin: If we are to 
be trusted in our claims of serving the nation, every one of us must gird 
himself to reform education and awaken the spirit in today’s sons so they 
can become tomorrow's men.1"8 


The training for democracy advocated by the mutanawwirin, and even 
their notion of what the democratic society of the future might look like,29 


136. SL:LW, “Nizam al-lajna al-wataniyya al-‘ulya fi al-‘asima al-siriyya,” 
17 November 1919. 

137. SL:LW, “Nizam al-lijan al-wataniyya al-far‘iyya fi bilad Siriyya,” 17 No- 
vember 1919. 

138. al-‘Asima, 26 January 1920, 1-2. The editorial from which this quote was 
taken, “Education for Democracy —and the Principles of Democracy,” was written 
by Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, illustrating once again al-Khatib’s ambiguous position 
as editor of al-‘Asima and secretary of the Higher National Committee. 

139. According to an unsigned editorial in al-‘Asima, “Complete Arab democ- 
racy will come about when subjects see His Highness shaking hands with them, act- 
ing like an equal, and entertaining them in accordance with the practice of his first 
ancestors. ... Thus, we have seen His Royal Highness, the King of England, descend 
to the public arena to answer an Egyptian villager with kind words. ‘Thank you, my 
son, for your kind support; God bless you.’ (Signed with the royal seal.) The reader 
will see in this answer the spirit of true democracy, which takes shape in England 
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enabled them to retain their fundamentally disjunctive view of Syrian so- 
ciety and complemented their advocacy of governance by specialists and 
technocrats. As will be seen in the next chapter, this view permeated the 
discourse of the mutanawwiriin, limiting its appeal at the very moment 
when expanded popular participation in politics demanded the utilization 
of a discourse that a wider audience could embrace. 


daily and which ignites pride.” “Democracy for the Arabs,” al-‘Asima, 21 April 
1919, 1-2. 


4 The Integrative and 
Prescriptive Powers of Rival 
Nationalist Discursive Fields 


The previous chapter discussed the diversity of meanings that the two 
main nationalist discursive communities derived from a variety of slogans 
and key symbols, some of which they held in common, some of which were 
peculiar to one or the other community. The purpose of this chapter is to 
demonstrate the interrelationship of these symbols and their community- 
specific meanings, and to place them in the broader context of the inte- 
grated sets of values, obligations, and goals enjoined through the discursive 
field of each community. 

In some respects, this task has already been begun. It was, of course, im- 
possible to discuss the central role played by the key symbols “progress” 
and “democracy,” for example, without referring to the framework that 
transformed these terms into exemplary symbols. The approach that will 
be taken in this chapter, however, differs from that of the previous chapter 
in two respects. First, this chapter reverses the direction of the investiga- 
tion: since the discursive field itself prescribes the set of connotations that 
participants in the discursive community might ascribe to each enclosed 
symbol, the analysis of discursive fields must begin with an examination of 
the fields in their totality rather than with extrapolation from discrete, se- 
lected symbols. Second, this chapter will be more restrictive of its subject 
matter than was its predecessor: even though the discursive fields under 
examination sanctioned a comprehensive set of beliefs that addressed a 
multitude of public and private concerns, this chapter will confine its focus 
to the approach each discursive field took to the particular problem of es- 
tablishing an ideal political community and reconstituting the proper or- 
dering of society. 

What makes this discussion critical for understanding the political and 
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social transformation of post-Ottoman Syria is the fact that discursive fields 
do more than just portray an idealized world; they also inspire their pro- 
ponents and provide guidance for their activities. As mentioned at the be- 
ginning of Chapter 3, a symbol within the discursive field acts as a bridge 
between a symbolic referent and a particular range of meanings. Conse- 
quently, the discursive field reflects the environment in which it is created.! 
But because the discursive field itself imposes coherence on an array of pos- 
sible symbolic meanings, it simultaneously separates itself from its social 
context and acquires the characteristics of paradigmatic truth; that is, the 
discursive field acts as the source of its own authority.” As a result, the in- 
tegrated symbol system acts as a prescriptive map for behavior: because the 
enclosed symbols, whose meanings are derived from the aggregate of sym- 
bols within the discursive field, distinguish licit from illicit endeavor, the 
field steers its adherents through a set of sanctioned activities. As Robert 
Wuthnow has noted, the field often performs this function by directly jux- 
taposing symbols that connote actions and values that are advocated and 
those that are considered baneful in the manner that, for example, Christian 
theology juxtaposes heaven and hell and the entrance requirements for 
each.? As will be discussed in more detail below, in post-Ottoman Syria the 
juxtaposition of “progress” and “stagnation” in the discursive field of the 
mutanawwirin, like the juxtaposition of “the nation” and its enemies 
(such as “those who would sell the nation like a commodity”) in the field 
of their nationalist rivals in the popular committees, served to commend 
behavior appropriate for those within each discursive community. 

One example that illuminates the process by which the discursive field 
mediates social experience and symbolic meaning comes from the discur- 
sive field associated with the Arab government and its extragovernmental 
allies: the discursive field of this particular community of discourse trans- 
formed the objective categories of occupation and social standing denoted 
by the term middle strata into symbolic categories (mutanawwirtin, mus- 
tanirin, etc.) from which its adherents derived a circumscribed number of 
meanings and possible courses of action. In turn, these meanings and au- 
thorized actions, which will be described in detail below, confirmed the con- 
gruent meanings connoted by the other symbolic forms that constituted 


1. Wuthnow, Communities of Discourse, 3, 13-14, 554-558. 

2. Bruce Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society: Comparative 
Studies of Myth, Ritual, and Classification, 24-25. See also Wuthnow, Communi- 
ties of Discourse, 555; Castoriadis, Imaginary Institution of Society, 368-369. 

3. Wuthnow, Communities of Discourse, 14-15, 554-558. 
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the discursive field, thereby strengthening the comprehensiveness of the 
field itself. 

It is this discursive field—the field that was not only framed but inhab- 
ited by the mutanawwirin and their allies—that will constitute the sub- 
ject of the first part of this chapter. 


THE VIEW FROM THE TOP 


The community of discourse with which the Arab government and allied 
political and cultural societies were identified included two groups that 
might be described as “outsiders” to Syrian society as it had been consti- 
tuted before World War I. The first consisted of the military men, the 
sharifians and their retainers, and so on, who had come to Damascus from 
other places—the Hijaz, Iraq, and Palestine—with the Arab army or in the 
wake of the Ottoman withdrawal from Syria. Basing their right to political 
authority on their participation in the Arab Revolt, their presence in the 
Arab government sparked protests from many native-born notables who 
had customarily controlled local politics. The second group of outsiders was 
made up of the mutanawwiriin, who believed that education or profession 
qualified them to play a special role in postwar Syria regardless of their 
wartime activities. 

A commonality of interests united these two groups. Both, for example, 
chafed at the strictures of a political system that promised nothing to ac- 
commodate their ambitions. Both therefore sought to reconstruct that sys- 
tem, albeit in different ways: although many of the immigrants would no 
doubt have been satisfied merely to insert themselves within the preexist- 
ing social and political formations, the mutanawwiriin believed that shifts 
in relationships of power had lagged so far behind the economic and social 
developments that had transformed Syrian society over the previous half- 
century that rectification was possible only througha more radical alteration 
in the status quo. In addition to their shared goals, each group possessed at- 
tributes that complemented those of the other: while the immigrants pro- 
vided the mutanawwirin with legitimation (through the myth of the Arab 
Revolt and the capacity to secure international recognition) and access to 
power and financial resources, the immigrants needed the mutanawwirin 
to articulate a nationalist program, link them as far as they could to in- 
digenous social and political structures, and construct and direct unfamil- 
iar institutions that were necessary for the proper functioning of a modern 
nation state. 

For the most part, then, the mutanawwirin set the agenda and formu- 
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lated the discursive field for the Arab government. Because, as discussed ear- 
lier, progress and other modernist axioms constituted an indispensable el- 
ement of their social imaginary, the discursive field of the mutanawwirtin 
reproduced many of the polarities popular among nineteenth- and early- 
twentieth-century European intellectuals who had inhabited a similar mi- 
lieu. The field of the mutanawwiriin thus contrasted civilization with bar- 
barism,‘ progress with stagnation,’ the moderation of secularism with the 
fanaticism of communalism,* and meritocratic advancement with patron- 
age politics’—tropes common to nationalist elites throughout the late colo- 
nial world. For the mutanawwiriin, these polarities acted as guideposts that 
would mark the contours of the new Syria. Modeled on the “young” nations 
of Europe and the United States, the Syria of the future would likewise be 
inhabited by a population committed to the principles of progress, liberal po- 
litical values, and even individual initiative and free enterprise. One con- 
tributor to al-Kawkab argued for these last values in the following manner: 


It is necessary for us to leave aside the government and its affairs while it 
is preoccupied with performing its usual duties, for we must not impose 
on it that for which it has no aptitude. We must turn our attention to 
progress by ourselves, without the help of the government . . . which is 
not able to do what we do. It is time for us to depend on ourselves, and 

to follow in the footsteps of other living nations that reached the highest 
levels of progress and perfection by virtue of depending on the individ- 
ual and [his] diligence in work.® 


While some pairs of contrasting images embedded within the discursive 


4. See, for example, al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 1-2, 5-6; al-‘Asima 24 (n.d.); MAE 
L:SL/vol. 15/340/92—95, Picot to Pichon, 21 July 1919; MD 7N4182/4/340, Picot 
to MAE, 21 July 1919; al-‘Asima, 28 August 1919, 5-6; al-Kawkab, 28 October 
1919, 7-8. 

5. See analysis of Gilbert Clayton, chief political officer attached to the British 
army, in FO 371/3054/227658, Clayton to Sir Mark Sykes, 28 November 1917; al- 
‘Asima, 16 June 1919, 3; al-Kawkab, 21 October 1919, 7-8. 

6. al-‘Asima, 26 February 1919, 3; al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 5-6; MAE L:SL/vol. 
6/20-21, Mercier to Picot, 10 December 1918; AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti- 
francaise /219/41/bureau bs/d, 19 December 1918. 

7. According to Amir Faysal, in a speech delivered in May 1919, “in private af- 
fairs we should respect people of noted families, but we should not give them re- 
sponsible posts unless they are fit for them, and then it is their education and char- 
acter that entitles them to the post.” al-‘Asima 24 (n.d.). See also al-‘Asima, 16 June 
1919, 3; al-Kawkab, 30 September 1919, 7-8. 

8. al-Kawkab, 21 October 1919, 7-8. In the wake of a series of strikes that 
crippled the tram system, electrical generation, and manufacturing in Damascus, al- 
‘Asima published an editorial that argued that “strikes are the right of workers just 
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field of the mutanawwirin explicitly conveyed community goals, others 
merely intimated paradigmatic ideals through metaphor and allusion. For 
example, writers and orators of the period frequently contrasted the dy- 
namism of modernity with the stagnation of the (Ottoman) past by cele- 
brating the vitality of youth, implicitly disparaging what they considered 
to be hidebound traditionalism. The Arab Club claimed to represent “all 
cultured youth,” ? “young” was an adjective of choice used to describe those 
patron saints of the nationalist movement, the “martyrs,” and Amir Faysal 
professed a special bond with the youth of Syria: “If I said to the youth, 
‘Throw yourselves into the sea,’ they would do so and no one would hesi- 
tate, because they know that I speak wisdom and because the youth of 
the country understand everything.” !! The names of political associations 
sponsored by and for mutanawwiriin also reflected the preoccupation with 
youth—not only al-Fatat (actually jam‘iyyat al-umma al-‘arabiyya al- 
fatat, the Young Arab Society), but also the Arab Youth Club; the Associa- 
tion of Young Syrians; the Association of Young Lebanese (which later 
merged with Young Syria); Young Mesopotamia; the Patriotic Youth; The 
Sword, the Fire, the Ardor of Youth; and the Youth of the Jazira (fityan al- 
Jazira), a group that began as a Syrian affiliate of the Egyptian-based Syrian 
Union but later merged with the Democratic Party of Kamil al-Qassab.!2 

The resonance of the trope that counterposed youth and age in the dis- 
cursive field of the mutanawwiriin came about as a result of several factors. 
As discussed in Part I, the youth/age dichotomy corresponded to an actual 
generational conflict: most of those who identified themselves by the sig- 
nification “mutanawwirtin” were members of a cohort that was young in 
comparison with the patriarchate of notables that had held power in Damas- 
cus during the late Ottoman period. But the trope must be read on another 
level as well: the counterposing of youth and age paralleled the struggle of 


as the lowering of wages and dismissals are the right of employers.” The editorial 
ended by condemning a strike by artisans because their demands for higher prices 
and wages “would create destructive monopolies.” al-‘Asima, 16 June 1919, 1-2. 

9. MD 7N4182/4, Laforcade to Pichon, 19 August 1919. 

to. AD 2343, “Protestation” (in French and Arabic), 5(?) February 1919; al- 
Kawkab, 27 May 1919, 9; al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 4-6. 

11. al-Kawkab, 5 August 1919, 6-7. Interestingly, the title of the article that 
reprinted Faysal’s musings was “Is This Democracy?” 

12. For these often short-lived organizations, see AD 2368/10/2, Report to 
Lt. Wiet on Yusuf Estifan, 2 January 1919; AD 2372/no no.; MD 7N4182/4/340, 
Picot to MAE, 21 July 1919; FO 371/4183/136154/346—351, Lutfallah to Lloyd 
George, 16 September 1919. 
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the mutanawwiriin and the sharifians to upset previously existing rela- 
tions of authority in Syria (both as they existed and as they were imag- 
ined), to associate Syria with the universal project of modernity, and to im- 
pose new notions of political community and a social order that was itself 
hierarchically divided." 

In the same vein, the discursive field of the mutanawwirin derived sim- 
ilar connotations from a trope that contrasted the vitality of wakefulness— 
the present condition of the mutanawwirtin, which they sought to instill 
in the population of Syria—with the lethargy of slumber, calling upon 
Syrians “to awaken from their slumber and clear off the dust of ignorance 
that had accumulated over the centuries.” “If the masses had sucked the 
milk of true knowledge instead of having as teachers a bunch of ignora- 
muses who almost ended their lives with silliness and idle talk,” com- 
plained one editorialist, “they would have awakened from their sleep and 
kept up with other nations, treading the path of progress.”'* As with 
youth and young, the mutanawwiriin appropriated wakefulness and re- 
awakening for organizational titles, such as the Committee for Intellec- 
tual Awakening (led by Sami al-Bakri, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Safarjalani, Na- 
dim al-Sawwaf, and Yahya al-Sham‘a) and the Committee for Palestinian 
Awakening. 

The raison d’étre of the mutanawwiriin, then, was to provide the “milk 
of true knowledge” commended by the above-cited editorialist. “The great 
mass of the nation is not confined to the educated, the notables, and the 
merchants of the cities who read the daily newspapers, follow international 
and domestic politics, and who are concerned with scientific discoveries 
and technological innovation,” Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib complained on the 
pages of al-‘Asima. 


A 


13. For comparable examples of the “youth” trope and its meaning, see 
George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars, 
54-69; Anderson, Imagined Communities, 118-119. Elie Kedourie presents a dif- 
ferent argument (“nationalist movements are children’s crusades”) in Nationalism 
82-83, 96. 

14. al-Kindna, 2 June 1920, 1-2. See also al-Kawkab, 27 May 1919, 9; al- 
‘Asima, 20 October 1919, 1-2; FO 371/5187/500, Extracts from al-Urdunn in 
“Arabic Press Abstracts for the Week Ending February 9 1920”; al-Zirikli, Diwan 
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Rather, the great mass of the nation is composed of working people, those 
who dwell in villages and mountains, those who are devoted to breaking 
the soil and planting it. It is to these that the educated [muta‘allimin] 
must devote their zeal, to enlighten their hearts and advance their talents 
and intellectual abilities.16 


To bring about their modernist apotheosis, the mutanawwirin directly 
attacked popular practices and offered Syrians didactic slogans (including 
“Religion belongs to God, the nation to all”) and hectoring advice. For ex- 
ample, al-‘Asima reprinted a speech delivered by the recently deceased 
Andrew Carnegie in 1885 “to give to the youth of this awakening nation a 
summary of the experiences of which American youth have been able to 
take advantage and which hold the key for wealth and success.” It is dif- 
ficult to imagine what Syrians could have thought of Carnegie’s advice for 
young people to work hard, save their earnings, and avoid the evils of alco- 
hol, stock speculation, and IOU’s.’” In a front-page editorial entitled “A 
Danger Threatens Our Domestic Life,” another edition of the same news- 
paper blamed the proliferation of coffeehouses in Syria for a variety of so- 
cial ills, from unemployment (“If a city had no coffeehouses, then the idle 
would focus their attention on finding work”) to family breakdown (“Those 
who flee from their homes to coffee shops do not feel the sweetness and 
beauty of a happy family, but instead offer a bad example to the mistress of 
the house, who will take every opportunity to flee to the house of a neigh- 
bor”). The editorial added the warning that “knowing that the greatest city 
on earth—and by this I mean London—lacks coffeehouses, it follows that 
coffeehouses are one thing and civilization another.” * Ten months later, 
on the eve of the French invasion of inland Syria, the newspaper even 
blamed Syria’s economic collapse on the profligacy of the lower classes: 


People plunge into drink and pleasures and clothes and waste. This is 
what makes the peasant raise the price of his land—so that he can pre- 
serve his social standing. Thus, he becomes proud and pampered, result- 
ing in increased inflation, the abandonment of work, and harshness in 
transactions.!° 


16. al-‘Asima, 16 October 1919, 1-2. 

17. al-‘Asima, 25 August 1919, 1-2. See also “At the Grave of Carnegie” in al- 
‘Asima, 28 August 1919, 6-7. Carnegie was well-known as a proponent of the phi- 
losophy of Herbert Spencer, whose writings were influential among the muta- 
nawwiriin. 

18. al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 1-2. 

19. al-‘Asima, 17 July 1920, 5-6. See also al-‘Asima, 27 March 1919, 4; al- 
‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 1-2. 
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To combat the unwholesome practices of the popular classes, the mu- 
tanawwiriin championed diversions that they claimed were morally uplift- 
ing, civilized, and patriotic. Not coincidentally, these diversions could be 
easily observed and supervised by official agencies. In the wake of popu- 
lar agitation against the Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement, for example, al- 
‘Asima published a series of articles calling on the Arab government to 
build racetracks in cities throughout the eastern zone of Syria. Before the 
war, the article stated, the popular classes 


passed much of their time [watching horseracing], but when the war was 
announced, this activity stopped. Under these circumstances it is to the 
advantage of those who love horses that they have a place for racing in 
which to spend their time, for it is better for them to spend their time 
there than in the corners of coffeehouses. They will gain material and 
hygienic benefits from this activity, and they will take on a vitality that 
they did not know before.” 


In exchange for the counsel they provided the nation, the mutanawwiriin 
claimed special prerogatives for themselves, such as preferment to choice 
administrative positions, the deference of those who had formerly been 
their social betters, and access to or entrée into the highest ranks of society. 
These claims naturally placed the mutanawwirin at odds with much of the 
traditional notability — depicted as the guardians of privilege and purveyors 
of patronage (ittikaliyya)—against whom the mutanawwiriin contrasted 
themselves.?! An article entitled “The Fatherland above Everything,” pub- 
lished in al-Kawkab, detailed the intense animosity that separated the two 
groups, comparing it to “a dangerous disease [that] has become deeply 
rooted among us Easterners.” 


The notables [a‘ydn] and the men of enlightenment [called, variously, 
‘ulama’, mustanirin, and ‘igamiyyan ~ in the article] have engaged in 
a violent quarrel, and each side has begun working to supplant its oppo- 


20. al-‘Asima, 5 February 1920, 2. 

21. al-‘Asima, 26 January 1920, 1-2. 
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nent and obtain the leadership and influence it covets for itself. [Each 
side] uses everyone else for [its own] designs. . . . It is not for us to tell 
them to end their quarrel and adhere to the principle of unity or for- 
swear predominance and seize the bond of concord, because a dispute be- 
tween two dissimilar classes is something that is impossible to extirpate 
or abandon. However, we hope that [mutual] assurances and natural 
boundaries will circumscribe the quarrel, and that it not extend to that 
which touches the general interests of the fatherland.” 


The author of this article continued his analysis of the wrangling that 
divided established and emergent elites with a description of a meeting that 
had been called to decide “an important matter concerning the life of the 
nation and the future of the country.” The participants elected one of the 
‘isamiyyiin to lead them rather than one of the notables who was in atten- 
dance, thereby angering the latter, “who was not pleased that he was sub- 
ordinate to this upstart.” Although admonishing the ‘isami for not dealing 
with his rival in a more diplomatic manner, the author delivered a harsh re- 
buke to the notable, reminding him that 


we do not ignore the fact that the semblance of the presidency or leader- 
ship is important, inasmuch as this brings rapture and happiness to the 
soul. But this cannot be allowed to eclipse our reason and come between 
us and our dreams; [nor can it be allowed to] lead us to take gambles 
from which we shall derive only failure and disappointment. 


The article concludes by situating the conflict between the notables and 
men of enlightenment within the broader framework of the evolution of 
social systems, warning the traditional notability that it must bow to the 
inevitable: 


In times past, power and influence went to those who were endowed with 
physical strength; after that came a period in which those who did not 
have strength had power, and the following eras brought us chiefs who 
differed in their talents and specialties until this age arrived. [Now] only 
those intellectuals rule who are given a share of the light which lights 
the gloom for its master and guides him on his way. If a group of people 
are sorry that they see at the head of our community people of this sort, 
they should not take it personally, for they know that this matter reflects 
accurately the spirit of the age and is necessary. There is no profit or 
benefit to be gained by resisting this. They must realize that knowledge 
is the route to advancement and the means to high rank and the great- 
ness they seek. If there is any sublime love in their souls, then this 
should guide them and dictate their affairs. 


23. al-Kawkab, 30 September 1919, 7-8. 
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The prerogatives claimed by the mutanawwirin and their allies among 
the sharifians placed them at odds not only with the traditional notability 
but with the majority of the population of Syria as well. For example, in 
June of 1919, Fa’iz al-Khuri published a two-page disquisition on socialism 
in al-‘Asima that was little more than a thinly veiled defense of rule by the 
educated elite of society.” In his article, al-Khuri—a graduate of the School 
of Law and Imperial War College in Istanbul, a member of the Literary 
Society of Istanbul before the war and of the Arab Club of Damascus 
during the Faysali period, and an advocate of the philosophy of Herbert 
Spencer?>— challenged the social leveling advocated by European socialists 
by raising the question “Can those who are informed and those who aren't 
be equal?” and by answering it negatively. Men earn their rights by per- 
forming duties that advance the fatherland, he asserted; as a result, “it is 
not equality when the educated man [‘alim] who works for the benefit of 
his country is equal to the savage ignoramus under law.” Al-Khuri cited 
two examples to bolster his assertion that the mutanawwiriin should be 
treated differently from the rest of society. First, he cited (with implied ap- 
probation) electoral systems that grant the educated (muta‘allimin) a 
greater voice than the ignorant. He then asked whether it is just for a crim- 
inal who attacks a merchant to receive the same punishment as a criminal 
who attacks a governor or a judge; after all, the latter serves his subjects 
while the former merely serves himself. For al-Khuri’s intended audi- 
ence—other mutanawwirtin and government employees who subscribed 
to al-‘Asima—the answer was obvious. 

Like the mutanawwirdin, sharifians and their retinue similarly parti- 
tioned Syrian society into those who, like themselves, were fit to rule and 
those who were fit only to be ruled. However, because they lacked the cre- 
dentials—or, perhaps, the pretensions—of the mutanawwirin, they did 
not adopt the airs of a cultural elite. Instead, as outsiders and conquerors, 
these newcomers to Damascene politics maintained that their presence was 
necessary to integrate and order a society that they claimed had been di- 
vided for centuries into autonomous, vertically organized parochial com- 
munities. ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi, although himself of Damascene origin, : artic- 
ulated their view when he wrote on the pages of al-‘Asima, 


The Arab government has been vigilant in preserving the peace, uphold- 
ing the law, and organizing the administration with a spirit of unity, con- 


24. al-‘Asima, 14 June 1919, 1-2. 
25. For Khuri’s background, see al-Charkas, al-Dalil al-musawwar, 1:72-73. 
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cord, harmony, and cooperation among peoples of all sects, religions, and 
nationalities so that there will be no difference in rights. . . . 

The relationship of the government to the people is the relationship 
of a compassionate mother to her son, and the people should act toward 
the government with faithfulness and devotion.” 


For al-Rikabi and his associates, the ties between the Arab government 
and the population of Syria were “indissoluble because they are guaranteed 
by the hand of Faysal.” 2” But Faysal was more than the glue that united the 
disparate “sects, religions, and nationalities” of Syria. Faysal’s presence in 
Damascus sanctioned the very presence of Hijazis and Iraqis as well as the 
political and social aspirations of the mutanawwiriun. Faysal thus became a 
national icon, “a stern but benevolent father,” a doctor who treated the dis- 
eases of the nation, “the spirit of the national movement,” the “destroyer 
of oppression, protector of right, guardian of the Arabs, son of nobility and 
glory.” 28 In one text he was the Dr. Edward Jenner of Syria because of his 
ability to “cure” the nation. In another he was the modern Khalid b. Walid 
of the Arabs.2° Faysal himself participated in the creation of this cult by 
placing himself at the center of ritual, accepting homage (mubdaya‘a) like an 
Abbasid caliph,>° reviewing parades held to celebrate national festivals, and 
touring Syria in well-publicized excursions during which he was welcomed 
with victory arches constructed specially for the occasion. In short, Faysal, 
in his own words, was the person “whom [Syrians] entrusted with [their] 


26. al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 5-6. 

27. The first civilian cabinet of Syria echoed this sentiment in its statement to 
the Syrian General Congress of 27 May 1920: “The Arabs were liberated by virtue 
of the glorious deeds of King Hussein and his brave son, deeds that the people will 
always remember with gratitude. He is thus the founder of the Arabs’ modern his- 
tory with which the nation started its second golden age. 

“Chapters of thankfulness and esteem will also be devoted in our history to his 
talented son, His Majesty Faisal the First, King of Syria, who has taken up the 
Syrian case and pledged to continue to work for the liberation of the entire country 
and to defend it to the last. He is the creator of the Syrian Kingdom and the one 
most responsible for its deliverance and establishment on the basis of freedom and 
regeneration.” al-Husri, Day of Maysalun, 124-126. 

28. USNA 165/2266-AA-45/58, Yale to War Department, proclamation of 
Amir Faysal, 3 October 1918; al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 5-6; FO 3371/5032/81-83, 
From al-Ahram, 1 February 1920; AD 2346/c1a, Speech delivered by ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-Kayyali in “Remembrance of Syrian Independence Day.” 

29. al-‘Asima, 2 May 1919, 1; al-Fallah 1 (May 1919), 16. 

30. al-‘Asima 24, n.d.; FO 371/4181/89850/24, Clayton to Curzon, 17 June 1919; 
al-‘Asima, 11 March 1920, 3. 
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interests and to whom [they] handed over political leadership.” 31 Only 
Faysal and members of his cabinets among all the political actors of post- 
Ottoman Syria referred to the population of Syria as ra‘aya (subjects), a 
word that was, by the second decade of the twentieth century, both out- 
moded and patronizing.*? 

Thus, Syrian society for the mutanawwiriin and their associates in the 
Arab government was a dichotomous society, one in which the cultured 
and educated were strictly differentiated from the vulgar. As historian 
Keith Wrightson has written, such a worldview not only envisions a soci- 
ety of hierarchically ranked degrees, a society “pregnant with conflict” pit- 
ting the “better sort” against the “inferior sort,” it also produces a “lan- 
guage of dissociation” that stigmatizes and alienates a vast majority of the 
population.*? In other words, what began as a differentiation based on skills 
and military prowess developed into a differentiation based on moral qual- 
ities.34 As a result, the mutanawwiriin failed to articulate an inclusive vi- 
sion of the Syria of the future that would resonate with a majority of the 
Syrian population. Their inability to formulate an image that would have 
meaningful cultural referents for Syrian society thus left the field open to 
those who could, such as the leadership of the popular committees and 
their allies. 


THE DISCURSIVE FIELD OF THE POPULAR COMMITTEES 


As discussed in Chapter 2, participants in the popular committees came from 
a wide range of social backgrounds: wealthy grain merchants and neighbor- 
hood-bound petits-bourgeois, landowning notables and merchant ulama, 
bedouin shaykhs and qabaddayat. In part, shared ressentiment unified this 
diverse group. To some of those who joined the popular committees, the 


31. al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 4-6. See also al-‘Asima, 16 June 1919, 3; 
MAEL:SL/vol. 14/873, Picot to MAE, 24 June 1919; FO 371/5032/81-83, Excerpts 
from al-Ahram, 1 February 1920; USNA 59/890d.00/8/468, Jackson to Secretary 
of State, 4 March 1920. 

32. al-‘Asima, 3 May 1920, 2-3. For the evolution and use of the word ra‘ayd, 
see Ami Ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle East: The Evolution of 
Modern Political Discourse, 48-50. 

33- Keith Wrightson, “Estates, Degrees, and Sorts: Changing Perceptions of 
Society in Tudor and Stuart England,” 44-47. 

34. Cp. Geoffrey Crossick’s analysis of “moral terminology” in Victorian 
Britain in “From Gentleman to the Residuum: Languages of Social Description in 
Victorian Britain,” 163-164. 
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European political interference in Syrian affairs that culminated in the 
Arab Revolt and the impending imposition of mandates not only stripped 
them of much of the prestige and/or authority that they had previously en- 
joyed but resulted in the twin calamities of territorial division and foreign 
(French, Hijazi) rule. Their hostility to the new political order was shared 
by many others among the secondary leadership and rank and file of the 
committees who had been overwhelmed by the disruptive power of late- 
nineteenth-century capitalism, the expansion of state capabilities, or both. 

For both these groups, “progress,” “civilization,” and other eurogenic ab- 
stractions intoned by the mutanawwirin and their allies not only held little 
appeal but acted as a reminder of their tribulations. Furthermore, the at- 
tempt to impose structures and categories of thought that many Syrians 
considered alien, in conjunction with the social and economic disruptions 
endured by Syrians during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
catalyzed an ideological reaction that took the form of a rigid and self- 
conscious traditionalism. In response to the assemblage of seemingly hol- 
low values and imported social constructs espoused by the mutanawwiriin, 
popular orators and writers not only selectively drew upon and ideologized 
hitherto nonideologized images of a timeless and egalitarian past but, by 
surrounding contemporaneous dogmas with an aura of immutability, they 
provided the principles and moral imperative for community reconstruc- 
tion and day-to-day social conduct. 

At the core of the discursive field that suffused the speeches, leaflets, ar- 
ticles, and manifestos of propagandists associated with the popular com- 
mittees in post-Ottoman Syria was a set of interconnected images: the 
organicism and historic continuity of the Syrian nation and the inter- 
dependence of members of the national community; the autonomy of civil 
society and its primacy over the institutions of state; the virtue of tradi- 
tional values and their vulnerability in the face of alien conspiracies, trai- 
tors, and “those who would sell the nation like a commodity.” 

As outlined in the previous chapter, the national community envisioned 
by organizers for and activists in the popular committees was larger than 
the narrow confines of quarter or town but smaller than the pan-Arab state 
originally advocated by the sharifians. This community was a Syrian na- 
tional community, composed of inhabitants who lived within the “natural 
boundaries” of Syria and who shared natural affinities derived from a com- 
mon culture and economy. Since this community had existed for centuries, 
even when it had been submerged in larger political entities such as the 
Ottoman Empire, its right to absolute independence was not based on the 
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Arab Revolt but on a common ancestry and on the soil that “has soaked up 
the blood of our grandfathers and fathers” :35 


You have been directed from numerous generations toward the aspira- 
tion of right, and right appeared in front of you and fled as a fugitive and 
you followed it. In your race is the blood of your forefathers and in your 
hearts is their freedom and noble attributes. You want to live as your 
forefathers lived, as the lion lives in his lair and the eagle in the sky.** 


The bond that united Syrians was thus not a political bond but rather the 
commonality of worldview and interests derived from race and the historic 
experience of the Syrian nation. 

This organic notion of Syria held by popular leaders and their constitu- 
ents governed their attitude toward the nature of the state and its proper 
relation to society. While in the eyes of many the Arab government lacked 
legitimacy for a number of reasons—the prominent role played by “for- 
eigners,” particularly “barbaric” Hijazis; the incompetence of its economic 
policies; its seemingly sycophantic and overly conciliatory foreign pol- 
icy —the “language of dissociation” used by the mutanawwiriin to divide 
the ruling elite from their charges, a language that reflected the dominance 
of an imperious state over a compliant society, affirmed a cleavage that ap- 
peared particularly unnatural and provocative. In contrast, the popular 
committees and their allies posited the independent existence of the nation 
(umma) and its precedence over the state.>” This theme appeared constantly 
in the propaganda of the popular committees, from Kamil al-Qassab’s de- 
scription of the January 1920 demonstration quoted at the beginning of 
Chapter 3 to the broadsheet entitled “The Nation Dictates Its Wishes to the 
Syrian Congress” that also appeared over his signature. “I am not inter- 


35. From a speech delivered by Kamil al-Qassab, transcribed in al-Kinana, 
15 July 1920, 2-3. 

36. Included in a speech delivered by Felix Faris transcribed in AD 2346/c1a, 
“Remembrance of Syrian Independence Day.” See also leaflets and transcriptions 
contained in the following: MAE L:SL/vol. 43/62-171, Original copies of “nom- 
breux tractes, affiches, et manifestes . . . répandus a profusion 4 travers la ville 
(Damas) avant et pendant le séjour des délégués (Américains),” n.d.; AD 2345, 
5 March 1920; AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-francaise, 8-9 March 1920. 

37. During the Faysali period, the term ummma was perhaps the most commonly 
used term for “nation.” While originally referring to the community of Muslim 
believers, it was one of a group of terms derived from religion used to denote non- 
religious referents when other terms were lacking or inadequate or when such us- 
age was already commonplace, as it was by the first decades of the twentieth cen- 
tury. It was employed by both discursive communities. 
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ested in the government, inasmuch as it is a shadow of the nation and it 
governs you as you are,” an editorialist wrote on the pages of al-Difa‘. “If 
I want reform, I must first start with the nation.” 3° 

The umma was, for the discursive community that contained the popu- 
lar committees and their allies, self-regulating and normally harmonious, 
able to organize itself without the interference of government. Thus, for 
those within the popular committees, Syria was not merely a collection of 
autonomous communities requiring the intervention of government or the 
mutanawwiriin to effect its consolidation, nor was it horizontally strati- 
fied. Syrians, with historic ancestors and contemporaneous brothers, were 
(to cite a common metaphor) family. “Do not accept the dismemberment 
of your country, your family, your fatherland. Syria is one and indivisible,” 
a “Devoted Arab Citizen” wrote in a leaflet distributed on the eve of the ar- 
rival of the King-Crane Commission to Damascus.*9 Article three of the 
charter establishing the branches of the Higher National Committee reit- 
erated this theme, in effect conferring on the popular committees the role 
of family guardian: 


The committee of each quarter, neighborhood, or community will guide 
the people of the neighborhood or community to do what they must for 
their fatherland [in order to realize] the goals stated in the previous ar- 
ticle. It attends especially to strengthening the harmony, affection, and 
mutual understanding among the people of the quarter so that they can 
be like one family, and to strengthening the patriotic and national ties 
among all the sons of the fatherland.” 


Just as a family is composed of discrete but interdependent members 
united by ties of kinship, Syria, according to those orators and writers who 
were affiliated with the popular committees, was composed of discrete but 
interdependent tabagat (singular, tabaqga)—a term that, although usually 
rendered into English as “classes,” more closely resembles “estates” when 
situated in the discursive field of the committees. The use of the words 
tabaga/tabagat was, like the use of many words found in nationalist texts, 
not restricted to one particular community of discourse. Amir Faysal, for 
example, occasionally used the term as a synonym for “beliefs” or “creeds” 
(madhahib), and the progovernment journalist Khalil Mardam Bek divided 
the people of Hama into two tabaqat—the “gentlemen” or “upper classes” 


38. al-Difa‘, 13 January 1920, 1. 

39. MD 7N4182/4/340, Picot to MAE, 21 July 1919; MAE L:SL/vol. 43/86, 88. 

40. SL:LW, “Nizam al-lijan al-wataniyya al-far‘iyya fi bilad Siriyya,” 17 No- 
vember 1919. 
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(sada, khassa) and the “masses” (“amma)—based on what he called their 
“social upbringing.” *! As should be expected, however, the term’s conno- 
tations shifted significantly when integrated into the discursive ‘field 
identified with the popular committees. For example, an article published 
in the progovernment newspaper al-Kawkab used tabagat in a sense that 
approximates that of Mardam Bek—that is, to bifurcate Syrian society. “In 
Syria today there is a large organized party striving urgently for indepen- 
dence and happiness without halting in the face of difficulties,” an editori- 
alist wrote. 


I would not be exaggerating if I said that the tabaga of common people, 
laborers, and peasants all help this party without exception in its de- 
mands. It recognizes but one word, “Independence, Independence”—no 
foreigner in the country—without needing commentary on this word 
and without outlining a philosophy. The enlightened tabagqa [al-tabaga 
al-mutanawwira] works day and night explaining this word in terms of 
language and politics. . . . If those who hold different opinions were to 
renounce some of their interpretations and strive for the ties of mutual 
understanding, we would see all Syrians treading a single road, without 
obstacles and difficulties.” 


For the members of the popular committees and their allies, on the other 
hand, the division of society into tabagat differed from this division of so- 
ciety in two ways: first, although texts presented different categories of 
tabagat (including, for example, merchants, wealthy merchants, workers 
[‘ummal], peasants, ulama, government functionaries, etc.), they always 
presented Syrian society as composed of more than two parts. Syrian soci- 
ety was thus not bifurcated into hierarchic and opposing factions. As op- 
posed to the “language of dissociation” used by the mutanawwiriin, the di- 
vision of society into a number of distinct but fundamentally analogous 
tabagat connoted a social order that was both inclusive and democratic. 
Second, since each tabaqa had a different function in society, all tabagat 
had to act in harmony for society to operate smoothly. Petitions circulated 
by the popular committees expressing the so-called “will of the nation,” as 
well as speeches by such popular spokesmen as Kamil al-Qassab, under- 
scored the essential interrelationship among fabagat by commonly using 


41. al-‘Asima, 6 May 1920, 4; Mardam Bek, Dimashq wal-Quds fi al-‘ishrinat, 
148. 

42. al-Kawkab, 13 January 1920, 12. See also al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 6; 
al-‘Asima, 16 October 1919, 1-2; al-‘Asima, 8 December 1919, 1-2. 
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the phrase kull tabagat (all tabaqat) to mean the totality of the Syrian na- 
tion. In contrast, the propaganda of the popular committees treated those 
who opposed committee activities as a tabaqa beyond the pale of the com- 
munity: “There is among the sons of man a fabaga that cannot see life as 
pleasurable except by retaining influence, even if this leads to the crushing 
of reality and the destruction of the sons of man.” 

For the discursive community of the popular committees, the tabaqat 
that constituted society were linked by ties of mutual obligation. The 
wealthy citizens of Syria, for example, had an obligation to help the poor 
by paying the traditional alms (zakat). Shaykh Muhammad Hamdi al- 
Safarjalani, one of the founding members of the Higher National Com- 
mittee, pleaded for the payment of such charity in a guest editorial that ap- 
peared on the front page of al-‘Asima: 


Is it not the duty of the rich to construct hospitals for the poor of the na- 
tion, as well as eating places and schools for the education of their chil- 
dren, since they are all vital members of the nation, not dissevered limbs 
begging on the roads? . .. Thus, I encourage people of good will of every 
quarter to form associations whose purpose is the collection of zakat 
from the rich to transfer to the poor, and for all endeavors aimed at cre- 
ating harmony among the individuals of the umma.“ 


Poverty in Damascus, epitomized by the “residue of the alleys”—aban- 
doned or neglected children—would be alleviated only when the wealthy, 
who were “aloof from an important duty, like the duty of the aorta whose 
function it is to guide the blood to other veins,” * fulfilled their obligations. 

For members of the popular committees and their supporters, the inter- 
dependence of the tabagat, as well as the primacy of the historically deter- 
mined and self-regulating Syrian umma and a rigorously applied tradition- 
alism, influenced the configuration of all categories within the discursive 
field that guided mores and public behavior, including those that conjoined 
gender and social function. Between the mid-nineteenth century and the 


43. al-Kinéna, 26 June 1920, 2. See also al-Kawkab, 27 January 1920, 5; SL:LW, 
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first decades of the twentieth, a variety of factors contributed to the dis- 
arrangement of the social and economic position that had been previously 
held by women in Syrian society. Among these factors were the restruc- 
turing of urban space; the decline of rural autarchy and the simultaneous 
expansion of links coupling town and countryside; the reorganization of ar- 
tisanal production and shifting patterns of employment engendered by 
new technologies (such as the introduction of sewing machines to Damas- 
cus); demographic irregularities brought about by war and migration; and 
the mobilizing activities of the Arab government and its allies.“ The dis- 
course employed by the popular committees facilitated social reconstruc- 
tion and the re-equilibration of gender roles by exhorting activities and 
values that were congruent with the new realities, while simultaneously 
protecting those activities and values from the imputation of innovation by 
wrapping them in the garb of “tradition.” 

Through these acts of authentication, the local popular committees au- 
thorized women to engage in a variety of activities in the public sphere, in- 
cluding many that had previously been denied them. Like the Arab gov- 
ernment and its allies, for example, the popular committees of Damascus 
and Aleppo encouraged women to participate in planned demonstrations. 
Unlike their rivals, however, the popular committees reportedly permitted 
and even encouraged women to assess and collect money to support local 
branch committees. Furthermore, if anecdotal evidence and the accounts of 
foreign observers are accurate, women joined—and perhaps in some cases 
were conscripted into—militias organized by the popular committees, not 
just as auxiliaries but as combatants.*” “The wife of the prophet waged ji- 


46. See, for example, FO 371/2770/189602, 1.C.E.C. (Switzerland), 19 Septem- 
ber 1916; FO 371/3058/137867, “Internal Conditions,” 11 May 1917; FO 371/3400/ 
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Amman), 22 April 1919; MD 4H112/2a, “Report on Independence Day Celebra- 
tions at Aleppo,” Lt. Kouadi, 10 March 1920; James Anthony Reilly, “Women in 
the Economic Life of Late-Ottoman Damascus”; Reilly, “Origins of Peripheral 
Capitalism,” 155-156, 158. 

47. MAE L:SL/vol. 21/44, Roux to MAE, 22 January 1920; Interviews with 
Kamil Daghmush (2 November 1989) and Abu Ribah al-Jaza’iri (15 November 
1989), both veterans of the Battle of Maysalun. An article in al-‘Asima, 22 De- 
cember 1919, 3, describes two women from Iraq who also joined the military. Un- 
fortunately, the article fails to note whether the unit(s) they joined consisted of reg- 
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had,” one female volunteer reportedly told her brother before departing to 
fight at Khan Maysalun. “How can you go and not me?” # 

The discursive field of the popular committees thus invested women 
with a different set of responsibilities from those found in the discursive 
field of the mutanawwirtn. As described in the previous chapter, under the 
tubric of progress the mutanawwiriin confirmed a distinctive space for 
women’s activities alongside and supplementary to that for men’s. Conse- 
quently, from the perspective of the mutanawwirtin, women were to con- 
tribute to the nation by undertaking acts of charity through philanthropic 
societies (such as the Women’s Charitable Thrift Society [jam‘tyat al- 
igqtisad al-nisa@’i al-khayri ] of Aleppo and the Awakening of Arab Women 
[yaqzat al-fatat al-‘arabiyya} and Charitable Affairs for Muslim Women 
[al-umiur al-khayriyya lil-fatayat al-muslimat] of Beirut), by organiz- 
ing women’s affiliates to established nationalist associations, by educating 
their children, and by participating in those public activities (demonstra- 
tions, petition campaigns, voting) that would prepare them for their role as 
“mothers of the nation.” According to an article in al-‘Asima, for example, 
at the founding meeting of a women’s association in Aleppo in De- 
cember 1919, the obviously upper-class participants resolved the following: 
to spend less on clothes and other commodities, and to postpone purchases; 
to promote and use “national” cloth rather than cloth imported from Eu- 
rope; to abandon high fashion and return to simpler styles; to give up ex- 
travagant customs, such as refusing to wear the same dress to two different 
weddings; to create a place to teach tailoring and styling, and to appoint a 
council and president to supervise its operation; and to “spread a nationalist 
spirit among women... . [so that they might] train the men of the future.”° 

Similarly, while “cultured” women also enlisted in the Arab army, their 
activities—wrapping bandages and tending to the wounded—replicated 


48. Jan Alexan, “Zaynab fi Maysalin.” Interviewed forty years after the Syrian 
rout, she also told the reporter, “I cannot describe my feelings exactly. We all knew 
that the invading army was stronger than ours, but our faith was strong. We hoped 
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the role established for them by the mutanawwiriin in society in general. 
One such woman, Nazik al-‘Abid, the future wife of the Beiruti littera- 
teur and Syrian General Congress representative Muhammad Jamil Bay- 
hum, even received the title “honorary president” of the Arab army “in 
recognition of her efforts on behalf of the daughters of the martyrs, for 
her community service, and for her participation in women’s [nisd@’iyya] 
activities.” 51 

The discursive field of the popular committees, on the other hand, did 
not sanction either progress as a paradigmatic principle or the “civilized” 
nations of Europe as archetypes. Thus, because their discursive field did not 
recognize women as an autonomous category within the umma, the com- 
mittees regarded the unprecedented and conspicuously eurogenic attempts 
made by the mutanawwiriin to extend the franchise to women and state- 
sponsored educational opportunities to girls as both treacherous and divi- 
sive, a threat to the indivisibility and purity of the historic Syrian com- 
munity. Hence the vehemence with which the Democratic Party and its 
supporters waged their campaign against women’s suffrage, for example: 
like the widely circulated stories of assaults against Syrian women com- 
mitted by French soldiers stationed in the western zone, the activities 
of the mutanawwiriin metaphorically signified imperialism’s violation of 
the integrity of the umma. Conversely, neither the depth of these feelings 
Nor its causes was lost on the mutanawwiriin: months before lower-class 
Damascene youths began to assault women who dressed in Western fash- 
ions, al-‘Asima warned women to avoid activities and ostentatious displays 
that might be interpreted as a “challenge [to] others” and to comport them- 
selves in a manner that “is strictly in accordance with [others’] social life 
and customs” when venturing out in public.*? 

The battle over women’s suffrage and education was thus but one front 
in a war that the popular committees and their supporters waged in the 
name of the nation against “false traitors” °—fifth-columnists and other 
dupes of Western imperialism. The resignification of the terms mushaghib 
(agitator) and mankub (oppressed, unfortunate) *4 by the popular commit- 
tees illustrates how these groups appropriated labels that originally held 
pejorative meaning and transformed them into symbols that affirmed the 
autonomy and cohesion of the umma. 


51. Bayhum, Siriyya wa Lubndn 1918-1922, 167. 
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The Arab government first employed the term mushdaghib, for example, 
to describe those who challenged or demonstrated against its policies. “Ali 
Rida al-Rikabi used the term in a speech delivered on the occasion of Faysal's 
return from his first trip to Europe in May 1919, contending “the esteemed 
sons of the nation are naturally prepared to assimilate modern civilization, 
no matter how much mushdaghibiin agitate and no matter what liars pur- 
port.” 55 The term was adopted by al-Rikabi’s successor as military gover- 
nor (Mustafa Ni‘mat**) who, at the height of the Evacuation Crisis, con- 
demned those mushaghibiin who “in their fervor forget their duty and 
foment arguments at a time when complete calm is called for.” °” In reply, 
the newspaper al-Difa‘ printed a scathing front-page editorial in which the 
author, who identified himself only by the title mushaghib, compared him- 
self to his adversaries: 


I do not want a chair in one of the offices of the palace. 

I do not want the presidency of one of the large associations. 

I do not want to offend one who believes he should precede me, although 
he is not better than I. 

I do not want money from the treasury, although by lacking this money 
I am impoverished. 

I do not want distinction in the city where the title sayyid or za‘im 
would delight me. 

I do not want to bring a za‘im to his chair, my being with him being like 
butter and honey. 

I do not want to pay the price of silence. 

I do not want to return to a custom which benefits me alone and which 
injures the nation as a whole. 

I do not want a stance like the stance taken by Samson when he shook 
the pillars of the temple and collapsed it, saying, “Upon myself and 
your enemies, O Lord.” ® 


The discursive field of the popular committees and their supporters 


55. al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 5~6. 

56. ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Qaltaqji held the post for a few days between al-Rikabi 
and Ni‘mat. 

57. al-‘Asima, 15 December 1919, 5. 

58. al-Difa‘, 13 January 1920, 1. 

59. See AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-francaise, 19 December 1918; MD 
7N4182/dossier 4/340, Picot to MAE, 14 April 1919; AD 2430/dossier confiden- 
tiel—départ, Cousse to HC, 17 May 1919 (Arabic enclosure); AD 2329/dossier a- 
1, Unsigned, untitled leaflet, 25 June 1919; MAE L:AH/vol. 4/48 (undated Arabic 
leaflets and broadsheets); MAE L:SL/vol. 43, Original leaflets, 21 July 1919; FO 
371/4185/156060 B.II/6946 (M.I.2), DMI to Under Sec. of State, 26 November 
1919. Amir Faysal also adapted the phrase in a June 1919 speech delivered in 
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counterposed the community of mushaghibiin to its antithesis in the form 
of a conspiracy of those “who would sell their nation like a commodity.” °° 
While this particular trope is not unique to Faysali Syria (cp. the conspir- 
acy of the vendepatria in Peronist Argentina), it was particularly germane 
to this period because it accommodated anti-imperialism, the antimarket 
economic paternalism advocated by the popular committees and supported 
by their constituents, and Qur’anic allusion.© “Down with those who have 
sold their fatherland,” read one leaflet distributed by Black Hand. “Awaken, 
Syrians, and take care: your fatherland has been sold, and you have yet to 
take vengeance on those who have done it.” Another leaflet warned Syrians 
to “Rescue the nation before it is lost. .. . Overthrow the sellers [of the na- 
tion] before they commit the crime of treason.” 

Like the “aristocratic plot” conjured up by the radical democrats of the 
French Revolution and analyzed by, among others, Francois Furet and 
Lynn Hunt, the conspiracy of “those who would sell their nation like a 
commodity” served two purposes for the popular committees and their al- 
lies. First, it served to legitimate the activities of the committees by elevat- 
ing what many might otherwise have considered a mere contest for power 
to a struggle of Promethean proportions: 


O nation! O sons of Syria—My brothers! . .. He who charges you with 
fickleness is a cunning hypocrite, a traitor, or an ignoramus who pre- 
tends to know. He is to be considered a fool at least. It is possible that an 
individual sell his principle and enslave his honor. As for the totality of 
the people, there is not enough money in the whole world to buy them, 
and there is no power in the whole world able to crush them, because 
they demand in every step the right which God granted them in life. 
And he who defends the right of God is too noble to be sold and too 
powerful to be annihilated.“ 


Second, the plot provided the revolutionaries with a mirror image—an 


Damascus: “I spoke [at the peace conference] and I asked that the independence of 
Iraq and Syria should not be sold for the little help she needs from the outside, but 
Syria should be allowed to buy that help for what it is worth.” FO 371/4181/89850/ 
24, Clayton to Curzon, 27 June 1919. 

60. An editorialist for al-Difa‘ hinted at this last association when, alluding to 
the story of Jacob and Esau, he wrote, “I do not want to sell my right of the first- 
born for a bite of lentil.” al-Difa‘, 13 January 1920, 1. 

61. AD 2329/a-1, 25 June 1919; MAE L:SL/vol. 43/63, 21 July 1919. 

62. Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, 53-56; Lynn Hunt, Politics, 
Culture, and Class in the French Revolution, 38-48. 

63. Included in a speech delivered by Felix Faris transcribed in AD 2346/c1a, 
“Remembrance of Syrian Independence Day.” 
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“anti-principle” of conspiracies designed to defend privilege and parochial 
interests—against which the new order might contrast itself. 

On the other hand, while the denunciations of traitors, slanderers, and 
renegades “who speak to foreigners in the name of [the nation] while fol- 
lowing ambitions and personal interests that are incompatible with [it]” ™ 
are a common recourse for groups forced to confront the realities of mass 
politics for the first time, they inevitably coarsen political debate. The pro- 
paganda of the partisans of the popular committees in Syria, like the pro- 
paganda of the French radicals before them, was filled with violent images 
and calls for vigilance against the enemies of the nation. An Independence 
Day speech delivered by Sami al-Sarraj before the Arab Club of Aleppo is 
representative of this new militant idiom: 


Before I spoke, princes of words did well, and they formed ideas and 
played on the heartstrings in mild tunes. However, I wish to shake the 
strings of energy in the hearts of the people. Perhaps children sleep be- 
cause of lively rocking and the chanting of the mother. I hand the people 
over to God that they sleep after this. 

How far is sleep from the camps of men in the desolate desert when 
savage beasts, crouching, penetrate the rocks and find hiding places, and 
hungry vultures circle in the sky, and snakes and vipers slither in the 
gravel? 

How far is sleep from those who set out on a night when the moon is 
absent and shadows are murky and the gloom increases? 

How far is sleep from a nation such as the Arab nation, which having 
put on the sword belt and taking the bow of courage from its shoulder, 
brandishes the sword of the futtiwa so that the cosmos becomes terrified 
and the age becomes disturbed? 

The eye of the lion does not sleep while the jackal rips out its cub. 


This coarsening of political rhetoric was, of course, not confined to the 
discursive community of the popular committees; the violence of these de- 
nunciations (which, in the immediate aftermath of the Faysal-Clemenceau 
Agreement, counted the amir himself among the traitors) placed a pre- 
mium on militancy by all nationalist factions. In this atmosphere, even 
Faysal was forced to adopt a militant posture when he was out of earshot of 


64. AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-frangaise, “To the Noble Arabs,” 
19 December 1918; al-Difa‘, 13 January 1920, 1. See also al-‘lyashi, al-Idahat al- 
siyasiyya, 105-106. The leaflet contained in the first citation, reportedly distrib- 
uted by the Arab Independence Party, uses the phrase to warn against those who 
would divide the nation by appealing to sectarianism. This demonstrates how fa- 
miliar phrases were later invested with new meaning when recontextualized. 

65. AD 2346/c1a, “Remembrance of Syrian Independence Day,” 17-20. 
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the diplomats assembled in Paris. The amir thus interlaced his speeches— 
even those that counseled patience—with the face-saving slogan, “Inde- 
pendence is taken, not conferred,” which he had first enunciated upon his 
return from Paris after initialing his agreement with Clemenceau. 
Overall, the tone and content of the discursive field employed by the 
popular committees and their allies, its traditionalism and distinctive as- 
semblage and counterposition of images—the dissociation of the “nation” 
(as represented by the committees and their sympathizers) from its ene- 
mies (as represented by those who “would sell their nation like a commod- 
ity”), the organic bonds that united the diverse members of the former and 
the dangers posed by the conspiracies hatched by the latter, and so on— 
link the popular movement that arose in Faysali Syria with populist move- 
ments that have emerged in other places during other periods. Like the 
Syrian popular movement, populist movements have historically arisen as 
a political response to a societal disjuncture, such as that prompted by the 
rapid and uneven spread of market-oriented relations. Not only does the 
variable scope and timing of social transformation cleave society into dis- 
similar and competing segments, it facilitates the formation of a new polit- 
ical bloc from among the disaffected and excluded.” The discursive options 
open to this political bloc reflect both the circumstances of its origins and 
its vulnerability to disruption by the power of capital and state that im- 
pelled its creation in the first place. Hence, the repetitiveness of populist 
tropes through time. While the discursive field of the popular committees 


66. See, for example, USNA 59/890d.00/8/468, Jackson to Sec. of State, 4 March 
1920; MD/4H114/dossier 4/459, Cousse to Gouraud, 27 May 1920; FO 371/5188/ 
E7808/42, “Arabic Press Abstracts for Week Ending June 14 1920.” According to 
the 29 May 1920 edition of the Beirut newspaper al-Hagiqa, for example, Faysal re- 
peated the slogan in a speech that contained the following paragraph: “The Syrian 
nation has declared its independence in accordance with its own interests. The pow- 
ers, although they have acknowledged this independence, have laid down certain 
conditions safeguarding their interests. While we have declared our independence, 
we have promised to respect the interests of all nations so that we may be united in 
friendship with the peoples that we fought beside as allies. The powers have laid 
down their conditions and have said: ‘Come, let there be no friction between our in- 
terests and yours.’ It appears from this that we have suffered no wrong hitherto. 
The gates of negotiation are still open to both sides, and we must-know that we are 
regarded as an independent nation.” 
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was thus hardly unique, it does display the common set of concerns expe- 
rienced by a population or segment of a population that, perceiving itself 
the victim of economic, social, and/or political peripheralization, sets about 
reconstituting itself as “the nation” in opposition to a politically dominant 
“antination.” 


SYMBOLS, FIELDS, AND NATIONALIST HISTORIES 


In a recent essay, Philip Khoury pointed out that “[w]here studies of the 
rise of Arab nationalism fall short is their neglect to explain how and why 
the idea of Arabism is translated into a full-blown political movement.” 
Although attempts to resolve this problem have generated a contentious 
debate among historians of modern Middle Eastern history, the question is 
unanswerable as posed because it is premised on two assumptions that do 
not stand up to scrutiny: that there was a singular evolutionary path for na- 
tionalism in the Arab Middle East, and that this nationalism was the ex- 
clusive product of a particular group of thinkers who then propagated it 
(“with revolutionary abruptness,” according to Elie Kedourie®) among the 
rest of the population. 

While salon habitués, ambitious military officers, and belletrists did pro- 
vide an outline for a post-Ottoman Arab polity, their influence was circum- 
scribed by their inability (and reluctance) to address popular concerns in a 
compelling idiom. As a result, the nationalism of nationalist mythopoeia— 
the nationalism of Arabist intellectuals and al-Fatat and Faysal and “God 
belongs to the individual, the nation to all”—did not go uncontested in 
Syria after World War I. It was challenged on multiple levels from within 
the nationalist tendency by Syrian Unionists and their collaborators who 
distrusted the sharifians and the Arab Revolt, by Syrian nativists who re- 
sented the interference by “foreigners” in Syrian affairs, by traditionalist 
ulama and their merchant allies who took exception to the imposition of 
alien conceits and feared marginalization at the hands of rising elites, and by 
a heterogeneous political bloc that not only drew from the previous three 
categories but included large numbers of Syrians whom the sharifians and 
their allies had mobilized but failed to win over to their program. Because 
the popular committees were able to articulate the concerns of this last 
group in a language that was germane to their needs, these Syrians did not 
remain indifferent to nationalist controversies, nor did their participation 
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in politics subside as the coercive power of the Arab government dimin- 
ished. Spokesmen for the popular committees drew from an assortment of 
symbols that were evocative, while reshaping those symbols by recontextu- 
alizing them within an integrated discursive field. By means of this process, 
those symbols accrued new meanings pertinent to a population unsettled 
by decades of crisis and faced with the task of community reconstruction. 

There is no denying that adding a popular dimension to the nationalist 
legend provides for a more troublesome nationalism, a nationalism in which 
a Syrian “territorial” identity challenges an Arab one, Islamic imagery 
embellishes the legend of the “martyrs,” and rumors of French sexual as- 
saults against Muslim women weigh as heavily on the minds of those who 
volunteered to fight at Khan Maysalun as the example of the Arab Revolt. 
Nevertheless, if historians of nationalism in the Arab Middle East have 
overlooked these sentiments, they might at least take consolation from the 
peculiar blindness of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar, the first president of the 
Damascus branch of the Arab Club, who also failed to comprehend the pop- 
ular dimension of nationalist politics in Syria. A little more than a month 
before a Damascus crowd stormed the Syrian General Congress, looted 
weapons from the Damascus Citadel, fought loyalist soldiers on the streets 
of Damascus, then massed at Baramki Station for transportation west to 
wage “al-jihad al-watani” against the French, al-Muzaffar told French 
officials, “If you would want to provoke a demonstration, we would have 
difficulty bringing together fifty men.” 7° 


70. AD 2374/dossier: TEO zone ouest: adm., cabinet politique/1193/CP, “Zone 
est: situation générale,” 15 June 1920. 


Part Three 


THE CEREMONIES 
OF NATIONALISMS 


Mobilization from Above 
and the Invention 
of Traditions 


Part II identified the sometimes shared, sometimes idiosyncratic symbolic 
components of the two main nationalist communities of discourse in post- 
World War I Syria—the community of the Arab government and its mu- 
tanawwirin allies, on the one hand, and the community of the popular 
committees and their supporters, on the other—and outlined both the in- 
dividual and composite connotations that community participants derived 
from them. The competition between the rival communities to effectuate 
what they considered to be suitable boundaries and attributes for their na- 
tional community —a competition that involved both the creation and arro- 
gation of symbols and slogans as well as attempts to delineate an appropri- 
ate array of meanings for them— often took place in public and semipublic 
spaces. Orators delivered speeches in restricted clubs and at public demon- 
strations; actors performed didactic plays in theaters and municipal squares; 
patrons of coffeehouses listened to and argued over newspaper editorials 
that other customers read aloud; and parades, organized according to some 
ritual specialist's idea of the proper representation of society, marched 
through winding neighborhood streets and on main thoroughfares.! In this 
chapter and the next, I shall examine one means by which rival groups of 
nationalists contested and substantiated their ideas: collective ceremonies. 
The analysis of collective ceremonies is necessary not only to understand 
the diverse messages with which competing political associations sought to 
attract and instruct the population of Syria, but also to understand the pro- 
cess by which a political public was created and mobilized. 


1. I have borrowed the term ritual specialist to designate the individuals re- 
sponsible for planning public ceremonies from Christel Lane’s extremely useful 
The Rites of Rulers: Ritual in Industrial Society —The Soviet Case. 
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As defined by anthropologists Sally F. Moore and Barbara Myerhoff, a 
collective ceremony is “a dramatic occasion, a complex type of social be- 
havior that usually has a purpose, but one that alludes to more than it says, 
and has many meanings at once.” An effective collective ceremony in the 
secular sphere acts in the same manner as an effective religious rite: it con- 
nects the participant, both as an individual and as a member of a commu- 
nity, to an exemplary order so that “the world as lived and the world as 
imagined, fused under the agency of a single set of symbolic forms, turn 
out to be the same world.” 3 Those who participate in an effective ceremony 
thus temporarily leave the profane world and enter a world in which only 
symbolic activity takes place, a world in which men walking down the 
street are transformed into a parade.* 

Ceremonies use symbols in two ways: they not only contain symbols, 
but the ceremony itself, in its entirety, acts as a symbol. Symbols contained 
within a ceremony—the flags carried by a ceremony’s participants or the 
uniforms worn by them, the slogans shouted in a line of march, enunciated 
in speeches, or inscribed on placards or banners, and so on—might be read 
by applying the same techniques as are employed in the analysis of sym- 
bols contained within other texts. The analysis of the symbolism contained 
in the morphology of a ceremony, however, requires the adoption of an ad- 
ditional methodology, a methodology suggested by Clifford Geertz. 

Ceremonies, according to Geertz, consist of two forms of modeling: they 
provide a “model of [social] reality,” which entails “the manipulation of 
symbolic structures so as to bring them, more or less closely, into parallel 
with the pre-established non-symbolic system,” and a “model for [social] 
reality,” which entails “the manipulation of the non-symbolic system in 
terms of the relationships expressed in the symbolic.” 5 Geertz’s formula- 
tion allows those who are investigating ceremony to escape both the one- 
dimensional bounds of Durkheimian functionalism (implicit in Geertz’s 
conception of ceremony as a “model of [social] reality”), according to which 
ceremony acts exclusively as symbolic representation of social solidarity, 
and the vulgar Marxist view (corresponding to Geertz’s conception of cer- 
emony as a “model for [social] reality”), according to which ceremony 


2. Sally F. Moore and Barbara Myerhoff, “Secular Ritual: Forms and Mean- 
ings,” 5. 

3. Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” 28. 

4. Mosse, Nationalization of the Masses, 50-51, 208. 

5. Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” 28; Lane, Rites of Rulers, 12. Don 
Handelman succinctly characterizes the dual role of ceremony in the title of his 
book, Models and Mirrors: Towards an Anthropology of Public Events. 
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functions as the means by which society's dominant groups impose their 
values on subordinate groups.* As Geertz appreciates, the very potency and 
veridicality of ceremony is rooted in the fact that it is not unidimensional; 
on the contrary, a ceremony’s potency and veridicality come from the fact 
that it functions as a “multivocal” symbol, simultaneously celebrating the 
individual in society both as he is and as he ought to be. 

Although most ceremonies simultaneously provide a “model of” and a 
“model for” reality, they rarely balance the two functions of modeling 
equally. Didactic ceremonies, commonly celebrated among new and/or 
revolutionary regimes, naturally seek to downplay the “model of” aspect 
of ceremony, which would only reinforce the social divisions and goals of 
the ancien régime. Thus, ceremonies of such regimes, designed by ritual 
specialists to inculcate a specific mapping of the new regime's ideology, 
attempt to emphasize the “model for” aspect of ceremony to the point of 
excluding all traces of the “model of” aspect. Such an emphasis is not un- 
problematic: there is, of course, an inherent contradiction between the de- 
sire of ritual specialists to create ceremonies to inculcate a pat, formulaic 
“model for” reality and the ceremonial process itself. The effectiveness of 
symbols depends on their multivocality, but it is this very multivocality 
that the ritual specialist employed by the new and/or revolutionary regime 
must eliminate in order to instruct the population in a set of prescribed val- 
ues. In the process of constructing ceremony, the ritual specialist thus re- 
duces symbols to mere signs; in other words, for every symbol /signifier, 
there will be one and only one meaning /signified. Thus, the closer a cere- 
mony approaches the didacticism of a pure “model for” society, the less 
likely it is to have resonance with a population.” 

The various ceremonies organized by the Arab government, such as 
demonstrations, parades, and theatrical productions, with their didacticism 
and overdeveloped “model for” component, lacked efficacy and power in 
part for this reason. As will be seen below, however, the form that these 
ceremonies took was not chosen arbitrarily; rather, their form was neces- 
sarily derived from both the tactical approach adopted by the Arab gov- 
ernment to achieve independence and the express model of social rela- 
tions embedded within the government's ideology. In contrast, because the 
“model for” society prescribed by the ritual specialists in the popular com- 
mittees more closely substantiated the social relations of the participants as 
those participants believed or preferred them to be, the ceremonies spon- 


6. Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 245. 
7. Lane, Rites of Rulers, 13, 192-193, 281. 
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sored by the popular committees could and did forgo many of the more ob- 
viously prescriptive elements contained within the demonstrations orga- 
nized by their rivals. As a result, they acquired a cogency for participants 
that, if eyewitness accounts are to be believed, was unmatched by other cer- 
emonies mounted in Faysali Syria. 


MOBILIZATION FROM ABOVE: CREATING THE CROWD 


In its attempt to implant the principles of sharifian legitimacy and to in- 
culcate the nationalist values associated with the mutanawwirtin among 
the Syrian population, the Arab government faced a dilemma. The urgency 
to establish and maintain authority within the eastern zone, to disseminate 
the ideals of the mutanawwirin, and to demonstrate to the entente powers 
not only that Syria was prepared to assume its place among civilized na- 
tions but that Syrians were united in their desire for independence and 
sharifian representation at the Paris conference compelled the Arab gov- 
ernment to undertake a controlled mobilization of the Syrian population. 
But because many of those who had previously held the reins of local au- 
thority considered the Arab government to be composed of upstarts, in- 
truders, or both, the government, its representatives and supporters in 
cities and towns throughout Syria, and its allies among the mutanawwirun 
could not rely upon preexisting networks to mobilize the Syrian popula- 
tion for them. Furthermore, unlike the traditional notability and the local 
leadership of the popular committees, members and agents of the Arab 
government frequently had little knowledge of the neighborhoods and vil- 
lages they sought to control. As a result, they adopted a multiplicity of 
strategies to bypass or co-opt their rivals. These strategies ranged from the 
previously mentioned distribution of bribes to troublemakers and potential 
competitors to the subvention of newspapers and the restructuring of in- 
stitutions to link the government directly with the population. By under- 
taking these measures, the Arab government and its supporters not only 
accelerated the ongoing enfeeblement of traditional structures of authority 
but unintentionally expedited the emergence of the popular committees. 

To enhance its capacity to scrutinize and penetrate villages and urban 
quarters, for example, the Arab government enlisted the assistance of 
makhatir, functionaries who had traditionally acted as intermediaries be- 
tween the state and the population. During the Ottoman period, makhatir 
had collected taxes, distributed government largesse, and transmitted in- 
formation from the government to the population and vice versa. Under 
the Arab government, makhatir did all this and more: working alongside 
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members of the local Arab Clubs, they enforced the controversial conscrip- 
tion policies of the Arab government, assembled the inhabitants of their 
quarters for government-sponsored demonstrations and celebrations, en- 
sured the prominent display of government-sanctioned posters throughout 
the quarters and villages they administered, reported on unsanctioned po- 
litical activities in their districts, and supervised the closing of shops on 
official holidays and days of protest. The makhatir of Faysali Syria thus 
promoted the political mobilization of the population, disseminated and en- 
forced the Arab government's ideological views, and brought villages and 
urban quarters that had remained relatively free of government intrusion 
during the Ottoman period directly and consistently under the purview of 
the state for the first time.? 

The campaign mounted by the Arab government and its allies to protest 
remarks made by French foreign minister Stephen Pichon illustrates the 
close working relationship that connected the Arab government, local func- 
tionaries, leaders of extragovernmental organizations, and makhdatir. On 
29 December 1918, on the eve of the commencement of the Paris peace con- 
ference, Pichon delivered a speech before the French chamber of deputies 
reaffirming France’s historic interests in Syria. The speech became a cause 
célébre among all Syrian nationalists, particularly those associated with 
the Arab government and its sympathizers in al-Fatat and the Arab Club, 
who saw in the speech an opportunity to launch a campaign to expand the 
popular base of the government. 

The mobilization against the speech began with a meeting of makhatir 
of Damascus convoked by Nasib al-Bakri, the head of Faysal’s chancellery 
and a member of the executive committee of the Arab Club of Damascus. 
During the war, al-Bakri had traveled through the Hawran dispensing 


8. al-‘Asima, 27 January 1920, 5; al-‘Asima, 5 February 1920, 4; al-‘Allaf, Di- 
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24 October 1919; FO 371/5076/E8007, “Note by Miss G. L. Bell—May 22, 1920.” 
According to the above documents, makhatir from Dayr al-‘Atiya, Kara, Dayr al- 
Zur, and from the Damascus quarters of ‘Amara, Maydan, and Salihiyya partici- 
pated in the activities of the Higher National Committee, its branches, or the local 
committee of national defense. 
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money to Druze chieftains on behalf of the Arab Revolt. After the Arab 
army entered Damascus, al-Bakri once again took on an intermediary role, 
this time between the Arab government and extragovernmental political 
organizations. In this capacity, he allocated money drawn from the govern- 
ment'’s “secret service account” for a variety of clandestine purposes.!° In 
the wake of the meeting with al-Bakri, the makhatir of Damascus circu- 
lated two petitions in their neighborhoods, one protesting the statements 
made by Pichon, the other affirming the choice of Faysal as the nation’s rep- 
resentative to the peace conference.!! According to a French report, the ex- 
ecutive committee of the Arab Club drafted both petitions. British sources 
also challenged the credibility of the petitions, complaining not only that 
the makhatir who gathered signatures did so in the company of gendarmes, 
but that they forged signatures and stamped the petitions with seals that 
local residents had left with them for safekeeping. The French liaison offi- 
cer received a total of 200 such petitions to forward to his government, 
while his British colleague collected 350.12 The petitions were so similar 
that the British representative sent only a sample copy of the petition 
protesting Pichon’s remarks to his superiors in London: 


We Syrian and non-Syrian inhabitants of liberated territory, sinking all 
differences of caste and religion, write in protesting that the sECULAR 
rights claimed by France have absolutely no foundation and that we do 
not admit to any nation any right whatever—ancient or not—within 
the limits of our Motherland. Business relations based on the freedom 
of commerce cannot constitute any right whatever over the inhabitants, 
their liberty, or their national independence. 

In consideration of the fact that it has been announced by every great 
politician and particularly by the Honourable President of the United 
States that this war has been fought for no other end than the liberation 
of peoples and the cancellation of Treaties which compromise the liber- 


to. al-Charkas, al-Dalil al-musawwar lil-bilad al-‘arabiyya, 1:62—63; SL:LW, 
Fawzi and Nasib al-Bakri to Higher National Committee, n.d.; AD 2367/10/1/117, 
Cousse to HC, 5 February 1919; DU SA 493/13/25-35, Shugayr to Waters-Taylor, 
3 September 1919; AD 2380/5/67/386, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi to Military Governor of 
Aleppo, 17 February 1920; MAE L:SL/vol. 12/32-38, Cousse to HC, n.d. 

11. Faysal had earlier sent a telegram to his brother Zayd in Damascus request- 
ing that such petitions authorizing him to act as the Arab representative be for- 
warded to him in Paris. The anti-Pichon protests came in the wake of this request. 
For Faysal’s authorization of the above campaign, see Misa, al-Murasalat al- 
tarikhiyya, 2:61. 

12. MAE L:SL/vol. 10/19—23, Cousse to HC, 12 February 1919; MAE L:SL/ 
vol. 9/240, Picot to MAE, 13 February 1919; AD 2367/10/1/181, Cousse to HC, 
5 March 1919; AD 2430/no no., Cousse to HC, 18 March 1919. 
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ties of small nations[,] Treaties concluded without our consent we will 
not recognise (? gp. omitted). When our nation joined the Allies she 
joined them for nothing but to fight for her independence. With every 
fibre of our being we protest against the declaration of the Honourable 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the French Republic and we trust that the 
Allies will help us to defend our rights and obtain our independence. 


The similar wording and demands contained in the petitions lend credence 
to French charges that they all emanated from a single source. 

The Arab government supplemented the efforts of the makhdtir by in- 
voking the assistance of artisanal guilds to circulate petitions and swell 
crowds at demonstrations. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the 
power and responsibilities of the guilds had diminished substantially as a 
result of the twin processes of Ottoman administrative revitalization and 
the accelerating integration of the empire into the world capitalist system. 
But even if, as one contemporary observer complained, the guilds of Da- 
mascus could no longer even ensure a minimal level of professional com- 
petence among their members, they still performed a variety of support and 
welfare functions and provided a network for intraquarter and interquar- 
ter communication. The masters (arbab) of each craft in Damascus, for 
example, acted as important conduits for the dissemination of news and in- 
formation. Traveling in a circuit (dawr, plural adwar) that spanned their 
neighborhoods or quarters, they held court every week in the home of a 
different guild member, discussing both private and public affairs. After 
visiting the last home in their circuit, the masters returned to the first to 
restart the process.!5 

The Arab government and its allies in organizations such as the Arab 
Club sought to take advantage of these ready-made networks by using the 
guilds as building blocks for demonstrations and rallies.* For example, 
guilds played a major role in the demonstration organized by the Damascus 
municipality to greet Amir Faysal upon his return from France at the be- 


13. FO 371/4179/47227/74, Clayton to Balfour, 18 March 1919. 

14. al-‘Allaf, Dimashg fi matla‘ al-garn al-‘ishrin, 137. 

15. In his memoirs, Hasan al-Amin reports that three adwar traversed his 
neighborhood, hayy al-kharab. See al-Amin, Dhikrayat, 38-43. 

16. See, for example, al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 4-6; AD 2430/dossier 
confidentiel—départ /240, Cousse to HC, 11 August 1919. The popular committees 
also encouraged the participation of guilds in their parades and demonstrations 
(see, for example, Kamil al-Qassab’s description of a demonstration organized on 
17 January 1920 in al-Kawkab, 27 January 1920, 5). However, as will be discussed 
below, the structure of these ceremonies lent very different connotations to their 
participation. 
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ginning of May 1919. The municipal government ordered the guilds to 
gather along the Barada River in a prescribed order, beginning with jewel- 
ers, cereal merchants, and leather merchants, continuing through carders, 
innkeepers, millers, dyers, cobblers, café owners, drivers, saddlers, manu- 
facturers of starch, blacksmiths, barbers, carpenters, bathkeepers, green- 
grocers, manufacturers of containers, bakers, fitters, shoemakers, licorice 
merchants, tinsmiths, ironworkers, butchers, potters, weavers, printers, 
pastry chefs, and grain merchants, and ending with merchants of the Suq 
al-Arwam, Suq al-Buzuriyya, and Sug al-‘Attarin. The government di- 
rected that each guild participating in the demonstration carry a banner 
proclaiming “Long Live Arab Independence!” with the name of the guild or 
profession written, sewn, or attached below. When the amir passed in front 
of their position, the guildsmen were instructed to greet him with shouts 
of “Long Live the Amir!” and “Long Live Complete Arab Independence!” 
and with cheers. To ensure compliance, the municipality warned that it 
would assign police to monitor the activities of demonstrators at strategic 
intervals.” 

To facilitate its oversight of the guilds, the Arab government supervised 
the reorganization of existing guilds and mandated the creation of new 
ones.?® Although there exists little information about the attitude of most 
guild members to the restructuring and politicization of their associations, 
evidence indicates that some members, in particular those from religious 
minorities, were less than enthusiastic about the activities of the govern- 
ment and its allies. While more than fifty guild representatives appeared 
before the King-Crane Commission when the commission visited Damas- 
cus (in most cases to testify in favor of the Damascus Program promulgated 
by the Syrian General Congress), the commission also received a petition 
from Christians of Aleppo, who disputed the credentials of such associa- 
tions. “[The Arab Club] has organized, with official help, guilds that must 
present themselves before you and speak in the name of artisans,” they 
complained. 


he MAE L:AH/vol. 4/237-238, Picot to Pichon, 22 May 1919, (in Arabic and 
French). 

18. See Mardam Bek, Dimashq wal-Quds fi al-‘ishrinat, 6. This is also hinted 
at in the broadsheet posted throughout Damascus by the municipal government on 
the eve of the demonstration just described: “The merchants or artisans who have 
not yet formed their guilds should send delegates who will assemble at the rear of 
the aforementioned guilds and act in accordance with the stipulations of the present 
program.” 
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At the slightest examination, you could verify that these guilds are but 
small groups mandated by the Arab Club for the purpose of endorsing 
its views. This club and the guilds are composed exclusively of Muslims, 
although many of the crafts are practiced almost entirely by Christians 
or Jews.!9 


As it did with guild members, the Arab government mobilized teachers 
and schoolchildren for its demonstrations and ceremonies, and as early 
as the spring of 1919, schoolchildren—sometimes mobilized separately, 
sometimes mixed in among other groups—became a regular component of 
the urban crowd assembled to celebrate the amir or the policies of the Arab 
government.”° But because the Arab government and the mutanawwirun 
aspired not only to enlist the young in their activities but to instill their va- 
riety of nationalism among them, the interest expressed by the govern- 
ment and its allies in schoolchildren extended beyond ceremonial occasions. 
For example, the Arab government sponsored conferences at (ironically) 
the Madrasa al-Kamiliyya and the normal school to acquaint administra- 
tors and teachers with a curriculum that had been drafted under govern- 
ment supervision so that they, in turn, might disseminate it among other 
primary-school teachers.?1 In the wake of this meeting, schoolchildren 
throughout the zone were instructed to memorize and recite panegyrics to 
Syria and to the values of the mutanawwiriin. For example, 


1. The clatter of tablets[?], the squeaking of pens 
Sever the chains, throw off oppression. 
Without them we won't succeed. 

These are the life of nations. 


2. Weare the youth of al-Jazira, 
We are youths of the country. 
We inherited an ancient glory 
From a time that has returned. 


19. MAEL:SL/vol. 43/24-32, “Rapport des Syriens Catholiques et Orthodoxes 
d’Alep,” 18 July 1919. See also Harry N. Howard, The King-Crane Commission: An 
American Inquiry in the Middle East, 120. The Arab Club was not the only politi- 
cal organization that understood the value of guilds in politics. The program of the 
Syrian Patriotic Party called for the party to “encourage charitable, trade, and guild 
organizations” (jam‘iyyat al-‘umal). Farzat, al-Haya al-hizbiyya fi Sdriyya, 77. 

20. AD 2430, Cousse to Dame, 18 March 1920. See also FO 371/4181/89850/ 
24, Clayton to Curzon, 17 June 1920. 

21. al-‘Asima, 27 June 1919, 4. The overall efficacy of the efforts of the govern- 
ment is not known. 
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3. You, Syria, are my country, 
You are the epitome of splendor. 
All who will come to you, some day, 
Covetous, will meet their death. 


4. Weare the ones who venture to the throes of death and, seeking 
dangers, 
We give ourselves no choice except glory or death.” 


Private schools and extragovernmental political associations also en- 
couraged “patriotic instruction.” In October 1919, Gertrude Bell visited the 
School for the Daughters of the Martyrs (madrasat banat al-shuhada’), a 
private school established in Damascus and financed by charitable dona- 
tions. The school included among its students the orphaned daughters of 
members of the Arab army who had died during the Arab Revolt, as well 
as girls between the ages of sixteen and eighteen who came from “good 
Damascene families.” In her report, Bell described a ceremony held in her 
presence: 


Girls and children were brought out into the large garden which sur- 
rounds the house to sing patriotic songs. In one of them a chorus of the 
elder girls addressed the orphans, reminding each one that her father 
died in the cause of liberty and bidding her never to forget that she was 
“bint al-‘Arabi” (daughter of the Arabs) while the children replied that 
they would never forget their birth, or King Hussein who fought for 
their race, nor finally (this stanza was specially prepared for the American 
Commission) President Wilson who laid down—save the mark—the 
principles of freedom.” 


Since the public mission of the Arab Club was to raise Syria to the level 
of “civilized” nations and to inculcate nationalist values among the popu- 
lation, local chapters of the club also sponsored instruction in patriotism 
throughout the eastern zone and beyond. A British agent in Jerusalem 
complained that both the local Arab Club and the Literary Society “teach 
pan-Arab ideals to children, especially those in the Rashidiyya and Rawdat 
al-Ma‘rifa Schools,” while every Thursday, just after school had adjourned 
for the week, the Arab Club of Damascus “encouraged” schoolchildren to 
circulate through the city singing the praises of the sharifians: 


22. Safi, ‘Ala janah al-dhikra, 1:231. 
23. 10 L/PS/10/802, Gertrude Bell, “Syria in October 1919,” 15 November 
1919. 
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O great lord, the pride of all Arabs 
Your dominion is a glorious dominion, 
The dominion of your ancestor, the prophet.” 


One school in particular was a hotbed of nationalist organizing. Maktab 
‘Anbar (renamed tajhiz, i.e., preparatory school, in the winter of 1918), had 
existed as the only government secondary school in Damascus during the 
late Ottoman period. Immediately before World War I, the school annually 
educated (and frequently housed) as many as six hundred students. Al- 
though these students came from outlying towns and villages as well as 
from local areas, there was an especially close relationship between the 
school and wealthier merchants of the Suq al-Hamidiyya, who frequently 
enrolled their children. Demonstrations organized by instructors at the 
school and composed predominantly of students started at the site of the 
tajhiz and wound their way through the sugq, often terminating at the amir’s 
saray. Along the path of their parade, according to one participant, “the 
people of the city” joined the marchers, chanting slogans that had been 
written and practiced at the school.?5 

As tensions escalated along the border that divided the eastern and 
coastal zones during and after the Evacuation Crisis, teachers and students 
at the tajhiz, like many other Damascenes, responded to the increasingly 
militarized atmosphere of the city by undertaking preparations for war. 
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mubarak, for example, an Arabic instructor who 
taught both at the tajhiz and the military academy (al-madrasa al-har- 
biyya), facilitated the transfer of students from the former school to the 
latter. By the spring of 1920, one observer recalled, teachers and students 
had converted the tajhiz “into a military barracks,” and weapons were dis- 
tributed to the students, who used them in their daily drills. One student 
who attended the school during this period, Jamil Saliba, later recalled that 
“[w]e [students] slept with our rifles at the sides of our beds.” A contingent 
of students mustered from the school subsequently fought as volunteers at 
the Battle of Maysalun.”¢ 


24. Sultan, Tarikh Suriyya,108. 

25. Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 410-412; Fakhri al-Baradi, Mu- 
dhakkarat al-Baridi, 1: 30-31; al-Qasimi, Maktab ‘Anbar; Interview with Kamil 
Daghmush, 2 November 1989; Interview with Dr. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Yafi (alumnus 
of the tajhiz), 21 November 1989; Interview with Ihsan Haqqi, 10 November 1989. 

26. Munir al-Rayyis, al-Kitab al-dhahabi lil-thawrat al-wataniyya fi al- 
mashriq al-‘arabi: al-Thawra al-suriyya al-kubra, 103; al-Qasimi, Maktab ‘Anbar, 
102-10}. 
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The mutanawwirin were not the only ones in Faysali Syria who recog- 
nized the potential of linking educational activity and nationalist organiz- 
ing. Many ulama, particularly those who were affiliated with the popular 
committees, also linked the two. As a result, even those nationalist organi- 
zations hostile to the policies of the government and the ideals of the mu- 
tanawwirtin followed their lead and competed with the government and 
the Arab Club to enlist students in political activities. The popular com- 
mittees not only collected donations from schoolchildren, they also re- 
cruited volunteers from among older students to train in local militias. In 
Damascus, instructors at Qur’an schools, most notably those located in the 
Jami‘ Tankiz and the Umayyad Mosque, brought their students to demon- 
strations sponsored by the Higher National Committee and its affiliates. 
Like the students at the tajhiz, many of these students had also come to the 
capital from surrounding villages.” 

Although the efficacy of the attempt made by the short-lived and finan- 
cially strapped Arab government and various nationalist associations to 
use schools to inculcate patriotic values among the young must remain a 
matter of conjecture, one memoirist has left a record of his experience 
as a schoolchild mobilized to participate in a demonstration organized by 
the government. Rida Safi was attending the Madrasa al-Husayniyya al- 
Sultaniyya in Homs when Amir Faysal, who had just been crowned king of 
Syria, visited the city to receive the homage of its inhabitants. Under the 
supervision of their teachers, students from all the schools of the city as- 
sumed posts along the path of the procession. As might be expected, what 
left the greatest impression on the young Safi was not the political signifi- 
cance of the event but the pomp of the amir’s cortege, the disappointingly 
prosaic appearance of the king, and the penalties that would be meted out 
if any student mishandled the miniature Arab flag issued to each child: 


It was up to each schoolchild to hold his flag vertically and wave it, for 
if he was lax in this, his flag would be taken from him as punishment, 
since such discourtesy was unbecoming the Arab flag. I will never forget 
the tears that flowed as a result of this punishment, and the righting of 
the flag or a faithful promise that ‘he would be worthy of this trust, and 
would preserve his dear flag to wave forever’ was of no avail.?8 


27. Interview with Dr. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Yafi, 21 November 1989; FO 371/ 
4182/125609/ M56, “Arab Movement and Zionism,” Major J. N. Camp (Jerusalem) 
to CPO, Cairo, 26 August 1919; al-Kawkab, 16 December 1919, 11; al-Kawkab, 
6 January 1920, 10; Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:26; Akram Hasan al-‘Ulabi, Khitat 
Dimashg: Dirasa tarikhiyya shamila, 62-63. 

28. $afi, ‘Ala janah al-dhikra, 1:233-234. 
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Perhaps the easiest and most inexpensive means for the government to 
disseminate information and mobilize the population was through the press. 
Newspapers sympathetic to or controlled by the government published an- 
nouncements of public ceremonies, instructions for participants, and pa- 
rade routes to be followed, as well as the texts of speeches that had been de- 
livered, petitions supporting the demands of demonstrators, and patriotic 
verses lauding the cause or holiday being celebrated. For particularly im- 
portant occasions, such as Faysal’s return to Damascus from the Paris con- 
ference in spring 1919, the arrival of the King-Crane Commission in 
Damascus, the reconvening of the Syrian General Congress, and the decla- 
ration of Syrian independence and the coronation of Faysal as king of Syria, 
the print campaigns lasted days or even weeks. 

Although the rate of literacy in Syria was low, especially in the coun- 
tryside,29 and although the number of printed copies of each newspaper in 
circulation tended to be small, newspapers played a significant role in mo- 
bilization. By publishing exegeses on nationalism and other topics that 
were compatible with the policies it pursued, and by printing its own ver- 
sion of events in the official chronicle, al-‘Asima, the Arab government and 
the mutanawwirin who wrote for the newspaper clearly hoped to influ- 
ence and direct the activities of those literate Syrians upon whom, it was 
perceived, popular mobilization and the dissemination of nationalist ideol- 
ogy depended. Since all government employees who earned more than 
1,000 quriish had to subscribe to al-‘Asima, the government acquired what 
was, in effect, a captive audience. Furthermore, since government censors 
prohibited other newspapers from reporting local news until it had first 
been published in al-‘Asima, the Arab government was able to put its own 
“spin” on events before its rivals could do so.° 

The influence of newspapers was not limited to the literate, however: 
not only were newspapers passed around and read aloud in informal set- 
tings like coffeehouses, but much to the annoyance of French diplomats 
posted to Damascus, street-corner vendors shouted out the headlines of the 
latest editions—especially those headlines that were particularly provoca- 
tive or scandalous, such as those that reported atrocities committed by 


29. According to French data accumulated ten years after their occupation of in- 
land Syria began, only 28 percent of the population of the State of Syria was liter- 
ate. In the Jabal Druze, the figure was 6 percent. Khoury, Syria and the French 
Mandate, 411. A French report issued two years after the occupation of inland 
Syria puts the literacy rate much higher. See Haut-commissariat de la République 
Frangaise en Syrie et au Liban, La Syrie et le Liban en 1922. 

30. al-Kawkab, 11 March 1919, 12. 
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French soldiers. The French government found this practice so vexing that 
it lodged a formal complaint with the Arab government, demanding that 
the government take steps to stop it. After receiving the complaint, the 
Arab government threatened to arrest vendors who so much as shouted the 
names of the newspapers they were selling.>! On occasion newspapers even 
functioned as signs, printing slogans (sometimes in English or French) in 
banner headlines on a single page or one side of a folio for posting as a 
broadsheet or for holding aloft as a placard in demonstrations. 

While not all newspaper publishers and editors participated in promo- 
tional efforts on behalf of the Arab government, those who did were not al- 
ways motivated by personal conviction or loyalty to the sharifians. The 
government enlisted the support of journalists by applying both the carrot 
and the stick. The Arab government offered monetary inducements to pub- 
lishers and editors to print favorable articles and editorials. The records of 
the financial adviser to the Arab government, Sa‘id Shuqayr, contain lists 
of allocations made for this purpose, including a grant of 480 P.E. to pro- 
prietors of newspapers from the amir’s secret service account; the “irregu- 
lar or extraordinary expenditure” of 450, 400, and 415 P.E. made for the 
same purpose in, respectively, January, May, and June of 1919; and pay- 
ments of 200 P.E. to Muhammad Kurd ‘Alli, editor of al-Muqtabas, and 85 
P.E. to the director of another newspaper from a special “donations” fund. 
Other sources reveal the disbursement of 200 P.E. to Habib Kahala, propri- 
etor of Siiriyya al-jadida, and 150 P.E. to Rushdi al-Salih and Ma‘ruf al- 
Arna’ut, the proprietors of Istiqlal al-‘Arab. Payments made to al-Salih 
and al-Arna’ut on the eve of Faysal’s departure from Europe underwrote 
the distribution of five hundred free copies of their newspaper in the 


31. MAE L:SL/vol. 56/147, Cousse to M. l’administrateur en chef, 22 July 
1919; MD 4H1/5, Commandants Sciard, Gérard, “Rapport avec annotations sur un 
voyage en Syrie (29 juin-25 juillet 1919) et compte rendu sur la situation au 
Levant”; MAE L:SL/vol. 56/220/152, Cousse to Picot, 1 August 1919. One typical 
headline was “Defilement by Soldiers” and ran in the Aleppan newspaper al-Raya. 
The following story ran underneath: “The quarter of Rumayla is one of the most 
beautiful quarters of Beirut. Situated on the edge of the sea, it is inhabited by the 
best Christian families. Encamped in the neighborhood of this quarter is a troop of 
French soldiers who immediately began ransacking homes by night and hounding 
women in plain daylight, haranguing them rudely. The inhabitants of this quarter, 
roused to action by this barbaric behavior, complained to the head of the quarter 
who relayed their complaint to the administrative council, which is supervised by 
General Gouraud. Do you know what happened? The complaint was shelved be- 
cause no one dared speak of the matter to the Great Conqueror. One resident of the 
quarter is now recommending to others that they emigrate to Egypt or America 
with their families!” MD 4H112/dossier 2b, 18 April 1920. 
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Damascus quarters of Qanawat, the Maydan, Salihiyya, ‘Amara, and Bab 
Tuma, and the sale of the newspaper below cost in other quarters.>? 

In part, the economics of newspaper publishing in post-Ottoman Syria 
strengthened the government's hand in dealing with the press. The average 
run of a newspaper in Damascus was fifteen hundred copies; of these, ap- 
proximately three to four hundred were sold and the remainder were dis- 
tributed without charge.*? Without outside subsidies, printing alone would 
have made the cost of newspaper publishing prohibitive. The Arab govern- 
ment, which controlled the allocation of newsprint and rates for mail and 
telegraphy could thus buy influence for as little as 25 P.E. and a load of 
newsprint, the price reportedly offered by the ministry of the interior to 
newspaper publishers in June 1920. Little wonder, then, that after the own- 
ers of Siiriyya al-jadida, al-Kindna, and Lisan al-‘Arab refused the offer of 
government subsidies, the French representative to the Arab government 
predicted that the threat of censorship and shortage of paper would soon 
weaken their resolve.*4 

The bargain basement rates for which journalists and newspapers could 
be bought made their subornation irresistible, and foreign representatives 
and various political associations (such as the Arab Club of Aleppo, which 
supervised the publication of two newspapers) joined the Arab government 
in purchasing influence. The French, who wanted not only to counter na- 
tionalist and Kemalist propaganda but to plant false economic data that 
contrasted the prosperity of the coast with the plight of the eastern zone, 
were particularly active and offered grants to at least nine newspapers. 
Enterprising journalists such as Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali and Habib Kahala 
were thus able to supplement their support from the Arab government 
with remuneration from France, while, after a brief flirtation with financial 
independence, an equally enterprising Ibrahim Hilmi of Lisan al-‘Arab of- 
fered the pages of his newspaper to both French and British representatives 
for the modest sum of 100 P.E.*5 
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In addition to offering the carrot of money, however, the Arab govern- 
ment, following in the footsteps of the entente powers, also brandished the 
stick of censorship. Entente censorship of newspapers published in the east- 
ern zone lasted until October 1919. Included among the press regulations 
was a list of permitted and proscribed topics: newspapers were permitted, 
for example, to publish articles calling for the intervention of the League of 
Nations in Syrian affairs, either directly or through a mandatory power. 
They could also advocate the establishment of an Arab confederation on the 
Swiss model, so long as they included the recommendation that this take 
place within some sort of trusteeship arrangement. On the other hand, 
newspapers were not allowed to make derogatory statements about any of 
the entente powers, nor were they allowed to print articles calling for 
“complete independence” or containing “pan-Arab” or “pan-Islamic senti- 
ments” without first submitting those articles for prepublication review.*® 

The Arab government continued the policy of direct censorship initiated 
by the entente powers. Before they could begin publication, the proprietors 
of newspapers had to deposit 100 PE. with the government, to be held 
against any fines that they might incur for future violations of censorship 
rules. The government also warned the proprietors that it would hold them 
personally responsible for any infractions. Derogatory statements about 


troubles survenus le 28 février 1919 4 Alep—1er échelon GHQ,” 14 April 1919; 
AD 2209/158, Pilley to Picot, 18 April 1919; AD 2343/87, Pilley to Picot, 22 May 
1919; MD 7N4184/1, “Renseignements politiques,” 20 April 1920; MD 7N4184/1, 
“Renseignements politiques,” 20 May 1920; MD 4H114/4/594, Cousse to Gou- 
raud, 24 June 1920. Gertrude Bell wrote the following of Ibrahim Hilmi: “I had sev- 
eral visits from Ibrahim Hilmi, a Baghdadi of 25 or rather younger, editor in Da- 
mascus of a paper called ‘Lisan al Arab’. His knowledge of Arabic is so scholarly that 
Pere Anastase, one of the best judges, tried to induce him to return to Baghdad to 
assist him when he was editing our vernacular paper. He is pro-British, and has 
published in the Lisan a number of articles favourable to our administration. He 
discussed the possibility of his paper’s obtaining a circulation with us and urged that 
such advocacy as his, coming from Syria and not from the Government press in 
Baghdad, would make an impression. He is probably not without hope that we 
would ultimately subsidize the Lisan. He hinted that he would be willing to under- 
take editorial work in Baghdad if we would offer him high enough terms, but his 
requirements would not be modest. He is however a capable young man.” IO L/PS 
/10/802, Gertrude Bell, “Syria in October 1919,” 15 November 1919. 

36. MAE L:SL/vol. 9/214, Hornblower (Chief Censor), 13 February 1919; 
DU SA 493/15/74—84, Report of the “Conférence des administrateurs en chef” 
(Haifa), 12-14 May 1919; MAE L:SL/vol. 56/147, Cousse to M. l’administrateur 
en chef, 22 July 1919; al-Kawkab, 14 October 1919, 10. Even after the entente pow- 
ers ceased their direct censorship of newspapers, however, they continued to exert 
indirect pressure by lodging diplomatic protests with the Arab government follow- 
ing the publication of articles of which they did not approve. 
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Sharif Husayn and his sons, the Arab government, the entente powers and 
their representatives, and the Zionist movement, among other topics, were 
forbidden, as was the republication of stories first carried by the French 
press agency Havas or the newspaper Le Temps.” 

While the Arab government applied these regulations inconsistently, 
they did have a chilling effect on the press. In February 1919, for example, 
the government suspended the publication of Sdriyya al-jadida and called 
its owners before a military court for publishing an article entitled “Things 
Seen,” which purportedly “slandered patriotic feelings.” The government 
acted in a similar manner at various times against al-Difa‘, Lisan al-‘Arab, 
and al-Urdunn.*® It is therefore probable that opposition newspapers 
adopted their idiosyncratic style—the use of irony to mask criticism (as in 
the al-Difa‘ article, “Did the Emir Agree with France on Its Mandate for 
Syria? Is It Possible?” cited in Chapter 3) and the publication of “tran- 
scripts” of speeches in the place of editorials—as a defense against similar 
charges of slander. 


PUBLIC HOLIDAYS 


It was primarily through the mobilization of the above-cited networks — 
institutions of governance and their functionaries, guilds, schools, and the 
press—as well as members of the military, that the Arab government, 
working in conjunction with allied political associations such as the Arab 
Club, constructed its public ceremonies. By celebrating an assortment of 
expressly designated heroes (the martyrs, Amir Faysal, the soldiers of the 
Arab army), anniversaries (such as those marking the dates on which the 
Arab Revolt was launched, Damascus was “liberated,” and the martyrs 
hanged), and events (the return of Faysal from Europe in May 1919 and 
January 1920), the government sought to formulate a suitable national 
narrative, affirm a specific ordering of society and political community, val- 
idate its legitimacy, and inculcate the values it associated with nationalism. 
In short, the Arab government designed its ceremonies to mark the begin- 
ning of a new political and social dispensation. 


37. al-Kawkab, 18 February 1919, 1; al-Kawkab, 27 January 1920, 11; al- 
Kawkab, 11 November 1919, 11; MAE L:SL/vol. 56/220/152, Cousse to Picot, 
1 August 1919; WO 95/4374, Copy of telegram from Cousse to Picot, 14 October 
1919; MD 4H114/1/373-374, Cousse to Gouraud, 5 December 1919; MD 4H114/ 
4/617, Cousse to Gouraud, 30 June 1920. 

38. al-Kawkab, 27 January 1919, 11; al-Kawkab, 18 February 1919, 1. The gov- 
ernment again suspended publication of Stiriyya al-jadida in November 1919, in 
the aftermath of the Evacuation Crisis. al-Kawkab, 11 November 1919, 11. 
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There is no doubt that sharifians and their allies understood the impor- 
tance of symbolic action for advancing their prestige and affirming their le- 
gitimacy. Within the first four days of their appearance in the city, the 
sharifians disputed with the Jaza’iri brothers over which flag—the flag of 
the Arab Revolt or the flag once presented by Sharif Husayn to ‘Abd al- 
Qadir al-Jaza’iri—would fly over the city, released several thousand pris- 
oners interned by the Turks (in the process creating what a British obser- 
ver delicately called a “security problem”), dispatched a representative to 
Beirut to oversee the raising of the Arab flag in that city by a sister of one 
of the martyrs, removed a bronze wreath that Kaiser Wilhelm II had in- 
stalled at the tomb of Saladin in 1898, and staged two ceremonial entrances. 
The first entrance, made on 1 October 1918 and led by Sharif Nasr, Nuri 
al-Sa‘id, and “other famous men,” rode from the Maydan to the saray 
amidst a “dense throng” that, according to reports, showered “flowers, 
gifts of scent and all manner of tokens of affection” on the sharifians. Two 
days later, Amir Faysal himself led a second entrance into the capital. As re- 
ported by a British observer, the amir rejected the automobile offered him 
and, “with a strong sense of historical fitness,” made his way instead on 
horseback, leading an entourage of twelve to fifteen hundred supporters. 
This, the observer added, “undoubtedly impressed the inhabitants of the 
city with the reality of his arrival far more vividly than an orderly proces- 
sion of innumerable battalions following upon the unimpressive passage of 
high-powered cars.” °° 

In addition to the nationwide commemorations of the martyrs held 
(tentatively) in October 1918 and (more confidently) in May 1920, the 
Arab government designated three dates for the celebration of national hol- 
idays: 27 April, to commemorate the anniversary of the launching of the 
Arab Revolt (‘id al-thawra); 30 September, to commemorate the anniver- 
sary of the entrance of the Arab army into Damascus and the “liberation” 
of Syria (‘id al-fath); and 8 March, to celebrate the declaration of Syrian in- 
dependence and the coronation of Faysal as king of Syria (‘id al-istiqlal). 
Because they commemorated events that had taken place before the estab- 
lishment of the Arab government, the first two holidays differed from the 
last: unlike the third celebration, whose date was imposed by events that 


39. AD 2429/9/no no., Telegram marked HC Beyrouth, 21 October 1918; 
USNA 59/867.00/955, “Report of Elias Khouri, 1st Dragoman of Beirut Con- 
sulate,” 8 September 1919; al-Haffar, “al-Hukamiat allati ta‘aqabat” 1(3 shawwal 
1372): 18-19. Quotes taken from FO 371/3383/169562/55off., Clayton to FO, 
8 October 1918. 
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begged commemoration, ‘id al-thawra and ‘id al-fath celebrated anniver- 
saries that had been consciously selected by a government intent on in- 
venting traditions. As might be expected, the anniversaries of events that 
did not contribute to the Sharifian mythos—the withdrawal of Ottoman 
forces from Damascus, the liberation of Jerusalem (by British forces), the 
first raising of the Arab flag over the city (by the Jaza’iri brothers)—were 
neither singled out for commemoration nor even mentioned in the press.” 

Interestingly, whether planned or not, the calendrical sequencing of ‘id 
al-thawra and ‘id al-fath, separated by the day set aside for the commem- 
oration of the martyrs, loosely traced a plot structure that reaffirmed both 
the authoritative national narrative and the symbolic importance of the 
holidays. The commemorative season began with the observance of the be- 
ginning of the Arab Revolt in April (the initial conflict), continued by re- 
calling the passion of the martyrs in May (temporary reversal), and ended 
with the liberation of Damascus in September (ultimate triumph). Cere- 
mony thus recreated and compressed a drama that had lasted two and a half 
years into a five-month season.*! Thus, only the abrupt removal of the 
Arab government in July 1920 prevented the further reinforcement of the 
sharifian saga through the yearly repetition of the holiday cycle. 

The celebration of ‘id al-fath in Damascus consisted of two segments. 
First, a parade composed of a military band, mounted and unmounted units 
of the Arab army, fire engines, police and gendarmes, and students from 
military, vocational, and primary schools marched before a reviewing stand 
on which Amir Zayd, representing his brother who was once again on his 
way to Europe, stood at attention.*? Reviewing the parade alongside Zayd 
were the military governor, the president of the war council, and “impor- 


40. The first ‘id al-thawra was tentatively celebrated in May 1919 in Aleppo. 
Documentation is poor. According to the French liaison officer in Aleppo, Naji Bey 
al-Suwaydi, at that time assistant to the local governor and member of the Arab 
Club, was the chief organizer of the event. Because the Arab Club organized the 
Aleppo commemoration less than three months after the Armenian massacre, it 
was reportedly used as an occasion to foster reconciliation among the elites of the 
Arab and Armenian communities. Representatives of the two communities met at 
the club’s headquarters and listened to speeches expressing regret for the “events” 
and declaring that “henceforth, Armenians and Muslims will be brothers.” AD 
2343/87/8—10, Pilley to Picot, 22 May 1919. See also AD 2209/153, Pilley to Picot, 
14 April 1919. 

41. For a discussion of calendrical sequencing, see Eviatar Zerubavel, Hidden 
Rhythms: Schedules and Calendars in Social Life, 46; Hunt, Politics, Culture, and 
Class in the French Revolution, 34-35. 

42. al-‘Asima, 2 October 1919, 3; al-Kawkab, 14 October 1919, 10. According 
to al-Kawkab, the review was “the most important event of this celebration.” 
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tant members of the government and royalty, soldiers, representatives of 
the allies, notables, and great men of the nation.” A statue representing 
“the spirits of the martyrs” stood at the side of the reviewing stand, a silent 
reminder of the bond connecting the Arab Revolt, the Arab government, 
and the sacrifice of the “sons of Syria.” As reported in al-‘Asima, 


The passing of infantry, cavalry, and artillery units of the Arab army 
continued to music that stirred the hearts until thousands of people 
cheered with a deafening noise. While schoolchildren trembled, the Arab 
flag waved above them, and the breeze scattered the echoes of their 
voices, which sang patriotic songs. 


The parade began at ten o’clock in the morning; forty-five minutes later, 
the parade finished and the crowd dispersed. A twenty-one-gun salute sig- 
naled the completion of the brief public phase of the celebration. 

The second segment of the celebration took place that evening, when the 
amir hosted a private reception held at his residence in Salihiyya. Those in- 
vited included government functionaries, delegates to the Syrian General 
Congress, leaders of the Arab Revolt, and “men of distinction” (‘ilyat al- 
gawm). “A beautiful table was laid before them, decorated with flowers, 
and cups of tea and trays of sweets and fruit were served to the guests, who 
talked pleasantly among themselves.” To remind those who were neither 
political leaders nor “men of distinction” that this was, indeed, a special oc- 
casion, the Arab government ordered the closure of government offices, the 
garlanding of government buildings with strings of electric lights, and the 
display of the Arab flag throughout the city.“ 

Although taking place after the symbolically discordant celebration of 
Syrian independence, the celebration held in Damascus seven months later 
to mark ‘id al-thawra followed much the same format as had its predeces- 


43. al-‘Asima, 2 October 1919, 3. 

44. A report in al-Kawkab put the time of the parade at nine o'clock. al- 
Kawkab, 14 October 1919, 10. 

45. Historians have given all or part of the credit for the design of the Arab flag 
to several sources, including the Literary Society of Istanbul (which purportedly 
suggested the flag’s striped pattern as early as 1909-1911), Sir Mark Sykes of the 
British War Office, the Ottoman Administrative Decentralization Party, al-Fatat, 
Sharif Husayn, field commanders of the Arab Revolt, and finally, the Syrian 
General Congress. Whatever its origins, the Arab flag, like all national flags, took 
on the role of what Sherry Ortner calls a “summarizing symbol” (see Chapter 3), 
and as such stood above day-to-day politics. Images of the flag and use of its colors 
were ubiquitous. Posters announcing municipal events and opposition platforms 
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sor. As had taken place during ‘id al-fath, the Arab government ordered the 
suspension of official business, the nighttime illumination of government 
offices, and the display of the Arab flag and four-color bunting reminiscent 
of the flag throughout the capital. Like the previous celebration, this one 
also consisted of two segments: a public ceremony that began with a mili- 
tary review, and a private reception for prominent Syrians and foreign 
guests held at the amir’s residence.** Only one modification distinguished 
the celebration of ‘id al-thawra from the celebration of ‘id al-fath: during 
the former, the public sequence recommenced in the evening. For this twi- 
light sequence, the Arab government once again gathered a crowd com- 
posed primarily, according to al-‘Asima, of soldiers and schoolchildren be- 


were decorated with pictures of the flag, often printed in color, and even policemen’s 
billy clubs were painted to resemble the flag. The flag also played a central role in 
demonstrations and national holidays, as is illustrated by the following excerpts 
from an article that appeared in al-Kawkab in the aftermath of the ‘id al-fath fes- 
tivities, which, according to the newspaper, commemorated “the deliverance of 
Syria from the hands of the Turks and the raising of the Arab flag [by the 
sharifians] in place of the Turkish flag”: 
Hardly had the sun risen and spread its light when the Arab flag was raised from every 
place in Damascus—on homes, shops, clubs, hotels, government ministries, and coffee- 
houses. It was as if Damascus wore a cloak of four colors that veiled the sun. People who 
stirred could not fix their eyes on sights other than these streaming Arab flags. But 
everyone knew the meaning of the flags, that they were an open declaration of the de- 
mands of the nation in the presence of the men of the great powers. Even the trams and 
railroads bore the flags on their roofs. . . . Infantry, artillery, cavalry, machine-gunners, 
police, gendarmerie, and firemen [passed in review], but what brought people most joy 
and raised the most applause and cheers was when they saw the Arab flag that the Arab 
army brought last year and raised for the first time, watching it being borne with courage, 
fortitude, and pride. 
See FO 371/2136/42812, 25 May 1919; USNA 59/867.00/955, “Report of Elias 
Khouri, First Dragoman of Beirut Consulate,” 8 September 1919; IO MSS EUR 152 
(Frank Lugard Brayne Mss.) /18b, “Palestine and Syria Autumn 1918,” 7 October 
1918; al-Kawkab, 28 October 1919, 10; USNA 165/2558-16, Military Attaché to 
D.M.I.,, 16 March 1920; A. L. Tibawi, A Modern History of Syria, Including 
Lebanon and Palestine, 272; Sulayman Misa, al-Haraka al-‘arabiyya: al-Mar- 
hala al-ila lil-nahda al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1908-1924, 135-140; Kasmieh, al- 
Hukima al-‘arabiyya ft Dimashq, 48; Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace, 315. 
46. MD. 4Hs58/1, “Rapport hebdomadaire, 27 avril au 3 mai”; MD 4H114/2/ 
327, Cousse to Gouraud, 28 April 1920. During the latter event, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi, 
Hashim al-Atasi, Shaykh al-Islam Taj al-Din al-Hasani, and the Greek Orthodox 
Patriarch delivered speeches in which they thanked Sharif Husayn and his son for 
their service to the nation and expressed hope for entente recognition of Syrian in- 
dependence. In his reply, Faysal recalled that the Arabs had joined the war at a time 
when the entente cause appeared doubtful and that he aspired to maintain the same 
relationship of friendship with the great powers in the future that he had enjoyed 
during the conflict. 


246 / Mobilization from Above 


low the balcony of Faysal’s residence. First, Fakhri al-Barudi, who was at 
this time serving as Faysal’s chamberlain, congratulated the king on the 
completion of the fourth year of the Arab Revolt, recalled the memory of 
the martyrs, and wished the nation happiness “in the shade of His Beloved 
Highness.” Following three other brief speeches that reiterated similar 
themes, Faysal himself “offered precious pearls [of wisdom to the crowd] 
and wished the nation happiness and his congratulations now and in the fu- 
ture.” The crowd dispersed after Faysal’s benediction.*” 

Two aspects of these celebrations merit special attention. First, the pub- 
lic ceremonial sequences used a variety of techniques to assert the prece- 
dence and legitimacy of the sharifians: the act of reviewing parades that 
passed beneath the amir’s residence; the preeminent placement of Faysal or 
his surrogate among a selection of noteworthy citizens of Syria who were 
invited onto the amir’s “private balcony” (as al-‘Asima took pains to in- 
form its readers) and into his home as his guests; the association of Faysal 
and the Arab Revolt with the passion of the martyrs; the staged adulation 
of the crowd and the tributes proposed by citizens of the first rank; and the 
benediction offered to the nation. Second, the division of the celebrations 
into public and private ceremonial sequences and, as newspaper accounts 
make clear, the privileging of the latter, as well as the brief participation 
and passive role of the crowd, depicted in concrete form the division of the 
nation into two unequal parts that was favored in the discourse of the 
mutanawwirun. 

The staging of the celebrations marking Syrian independence was a rad- 
ical departure from the staging of other public celebrations for two reasons. 
First, the reaction of Faysal to the declaration of Syrian independence was, 
at best, ambivalent; whatever his public demeanor, the declaration forced 
the amir to choose between outraging either the entente powers or the pop- 
ular committees and their constituents.* Second, the popular committees 
and the Syrian General Congress, not the Arab government, initiated and 
dominated the campaign that led to the declaration. Thus, although the cel- 
ebrations marking Syrian independence included many of the symbolic el- 
ements of the previously described celebrations, it transformed their 
meaning in a manner that rendered the sharifians respondents to a more 
generalized popular will. 


47. al-‘Asima, 29 April 1920, 4. 
48. See Russell, First Modern Arab State, 136-140. 
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In early March 1920, Amir Faysal, “consider[ing] that the [Syrian Gen- 
eral] Congress would serve as a vent for the great excitement existing in the 
country,” reconvened the representative body.*? Addressing the congress 
on 6 March, the amir asked it to determine the form of a future Syrian state 
and to draft a constitution. While asserting that Syria was independent as 
a result of the Arab Revolt and by virtue of Wilsonian principles, the amir 
did not at that time charge the congress with declaring independence, and 
indeed seemed to hold open the possibility of compromise with the entente 
powers. The subsequent actions of the congress were, however, consistent 
with proposals made by Kamil al-Qassab in his speech to the assembly — 
a speech that the popular committees reprinted, distributed, and posted on 
the streets of Damascus under the title “The Nation Dictates Its Wishes 
to the Syrian Congress” (see Chapter 3). “Let [the congress] hold fast to 
every word of the desire of the nation,” al-Qassab’s speech concluded, “and 
let it learn that conferring power in the name of the nation without any 
safeguard to ensure it will be wielded as the nation desires will be consid- 
ered the most unpardonable of errors.” On 7 March 1920, the Syrian Gen- 
eral Congress voted for the independence of Syria within its natural boun- 
daries, with Faysal as constitutional monarch. 

Damascenes celebrated Independence Day in a manner that was in ac- 
cord with al-Qassab’s demand that the nation (as represented by the Syrian 


49. 10 L/PS/10/802/P1896/EA3004, Allenby to FO, 7 March 1920. Allenby 
goes on to say, “In the event of his either refusing to convoke Congress, or refus- 
ing to accept the Crown, he [Faysal] considers that he will be disowned by the people 
and that immediate hostilities will commence both against the British and the 
French.” Nuri al-Sa‘id, Faysal’s military adviser and confidant, concurred with 
Allenby’s analysis. In a conversation with a British representative, al-Sa‘id stated, 
“Faysal saw that there was great danger of the whole of Syria becoming disaffected. 
It was with the intention of leading public opinion round in the right direction that 
he agreed to summon the Congress at Damascus, but before doing so he had tried 
hard to induce them not to assemble. It was only when he realised that he would 
lose his own position as the ruler of the Syrian Arabs that he had to agree to the 
action of the Congress.” FO 371/5034/E2522, “Record of Conversation between 
Major Young and Nuri as-Sa’id,” 1 April 1920. See also: AD 2346/c1a/204, Cousse 
to HC, 9 March 1920; FO 371/5216/E2896, Major H. Garland, “A Talk with Sheikh 
Abdul Malik of the Arab Agency, Cairo,” 18 March 1920. 

so. al-‘Asima, 7 March 1920, 1-2. As recorded in al-‘Asima, Faysal’s remarks 
included the following: “I do not believe that any nation wishes to enslave us. Based 
on my official trips to Europe and conversations and correspondence with the Jen- 
tente] leaders, I have no doubt of their good intentions.” For the complete text of 
Faysal’s speech, see Hasan al-Hakim, al-Wathda’iq al-tarikhiyya, 137-139. 
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General Congress and civil institutions) take precedence over the ruling in- 
stitution.*! On 8 March, at ten o’clock in the morning, the Syrian General 
Congress convened to select a congressional delegation to present its deci- 
sion to the amir; three hours later, the delegation, led by Hashim al-Atasi, 
president of the congress, filed to the amir’s residence, where it invited the 
amir to accompany it to Martyrs’ Square.*? By this time, crowds, mobilized 
by the municipal government, the popular committees, the Arab Club, and 
“representatives of the nation,” had already begun to gather at the square 
to greet the amir. Posters displayed throughout the capital the day before 
the ceremony attest to the fact that the municipal government relied upon 
guilds and schools to swell the crowd.°3 

The arrangement of the cortege that accompanied the amir from his res- 
idence to the square appears to have been carefully planned. The amir’s car- 
riage followed behind a line of deputies from the Syrian General Congress, 
cabinet ministers, and the president of the congress. Faysal and Zayd were 
dressed in military uniforms and surrounded by unmounted generals of 
the Arab army. Members of the Royal Guard rode behind the amir‘s car- 
riage. Ihsan al-Jabiri, the president of the Aleppo municipality, led a final 
contingent composed of military officers, notables, lancers, and attendants. 


51. al-‘Asima, 8 March 1920, 2; MAE L:SL/vol. 25/285—290, “Extrait du jour- 
nal Difah,” 9 March 1920; MD 4H112, Toulat to Gouraud, 10 March 1920; al- 
‘Asima, 11 March 1920, 3; USNA 165/2558—16, Military Attaché (Cairo) to DMI, 
16 March 1920; IO MSS/Eur/F152 (Frank Lugard Brayne Mss.)/20, Pierre 
Bardakjy (?) to Capt. Bichon, 18 March 1920; al-‘Asima, 25 March 1920, 4; AD 
2346/144, Cousse to Millerand, 8 April 1920; al-Charkas, al-Dalil al-musawwar 
lil-bilad al-‘arabiyya, 1:109-112. 

52. The delegation was, interestingly, composed of individuals who held widely 
divergent political views: Hashim al-Atasi, Ahmad Qadri, ‘Abd al-Qadir al- 
Kaylani, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Khatib, Ahmad al-‘lyashi, Riyad al-Sulh, Tawfiq al- 
Bissar, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Yusuf, Tayduri Antaki, Rashid Rida, Subhi al-Tawil, 
Fath al-Mar‘ashli, Mahmud al-Fa‘ur, Amin Bayhum, and Sa‘d al-Din al-Jabiri. al- 
‘Iyashi, al-Idahat al-siydsiyya, 50. 

53. The posters, which were in color and prominently displayed the Arab flag, 
began as follows: 

1. All inhabitants of the capital will meet on the 8th of March at 11:00 a.M. at Nasr St. 
and Salihiyya. 

2. ie groups will proceed quietly, led by the heads of parties, to the places assigned to 
them. 

3. All tradespeople, students, male and female, will take part in the procession. 

4. The groups will meet at 2:00 p.m. at Martyrs’ Square. 

5. At 3:00 independence will be proclaimed from the balcony of the municipal building 
by reading the decision of the Syrian congress. 


USNA 165/2558-16, U.S. Military Attaché (Cairo) to DMI, 16 March 1920. 
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From the saray to the Salihiyya Bridge, the cortege traveled between two 
lines of soldiers; at the bridge, lines of schoolchildren, stretching as far as the 
municipal building, stood as a phalanx on the fringes of the parade route.** 

At three o’clock, Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza, who was at that time the 
secretary of the Syrian General Congress, climbed out onto the balcony of 
the municipal building where religious leaders, tribal leaders, and the con- 
suls of France, Italy, the United States, Spain, and Persia were already wait- 
ing. He read out the proclamation ending military rule in the eastern zone, 
the declaration of independence, and the resolution of the congress that au- 
thorized Faysal to assume the post of king of Syria. Following a 101-gun 
salute and a speech by Faysal “assuring his devotion to the interests of the 
nation,” the secretary of the congress of Iraq read the decision of that body 
to proclaim Faysal’s brother, “Abdallah, king of Iraq. This document was 
ceremonially handed to Faysal, as if a further confirmation of the separa- 
tion of Syria within its natural boundaries from its eastern neighbor. 

A military parade, reviewed by Faysal, capped this segment of the cele- 
bration. Following the review, Faysal and selected religious leaders ad- 
journed to a room inside the municipal building where they participated in 
a well-publicized ceremony of allegiance. Unlike the pledge of loyalty of- 
fered by notables, tribal leaders, and others to Faysal when he returned 
from his first trip to Europe, however, the compact (sakk) linking Faysal 
and religious leaders who acted in the name of the nation was reciprocal.°° 
“When the Syrian nation had chosen to crown His Highness Amir Faysal, 
son of His Majesty King Husayn I, king of Syria in its natural boundaries,” 
the document began, 


we spent the day in the municipal building of Damascus, the capital, to 
perform the duty of mubdaya‘a personally and by proxy. This action is 
undertaken in accordance with the seven binding conditions stipulated in 
our first interview with His Highness held on Monday, 6 October 1918. 
These conditions are: obedience to God; respect for [all] religions; con- 


54. al-Difa‘, 9 March 1920, 1. 

55. Detailed accounts of the ceremony were carried in local newspapers. See, for 
example, al-‘Asima, 11 March 1920, 3. 

56. According to al-Difa‘, the following religious leaders took part in the cere- 
mony: the patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church, the patriarch of the Greek 
Catholic Church, the Syrian Catholic bishop, a representative of the Maronite 
patriarch, a representative of the Syrian Jacobite bishop, a representative of the 
Armenian Jacobite bishop, a representative of the Armenian Catholic patriarch, the 
head of the Protestant community, and the chief rabbi of Damascus. al-Difa‘, 
9 March 1920, 1. 
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sultative rule in conformity with the laws and statutes enacted for such 
rule; equality under law; establishment of order; propagation of knowl- 
edge; and the allocation of jobs and positions to the [most] qualified. 

With the acceptance by His Highness of these conditions, one by one, 
we acknowledge him king of this country, pledging obedience and devo- 
tion to His Majesty and support for his government in any capacity pos- 
sible. We give him this legal document which is over our signatures and 
seals, humbly requesting that His Majesty act, for the length of his life, 
in accordance with what it contains for the good of the country and the 
advancement of its people.5” 


Following this ceremony, Faysal reemerged onto the balcony of the mu- 
nicipal building, where he once again reviewed a military parade and, in an 
inversion of an analogous ceremonial sequence held during the celebration 
of ‘id al-thawra, accepted the good wishes (tabrikat) of various ministers, 
members of congress, and religious leaders.°* Faysal then returned to his 
residence in a procession that reversed the order of the earlier line of march. 
Abandoning his carriage, the newly crowned king now rode on horseback 
at the head of the procession, followed by the chairman of the council of 
state and the president of the congress, who rode in a carriage surrounded 
by a troop of the Royal Guard. 

Celebrations continued for three days, during which time the Arab gov- 
ernment proclaimed full amnesty for any deserter from the Arab army 
who turned himself in within fifteen days and a partial amnesty for most 
prisoners (except those imprisoned for “disgraceful or abominable crimes”). 
The municipality ordered flags to fly throughout the city, suqs to remain 
open until midnight, and public and private buildings and shops to remain 
lit until the same hour. In the evenings, detachments of troops toured the 
city with torches.59 The day after Faysal’s coronation, the Syrian General 


57. Tbid., 3. 

58. Among the well-wishers were the president and members of the council of 
ministers, a deputation from the Syrian congress, a qadi, the mufti and the naqib 
al-ashraf (the head of the estate representing the descendants of the prophet), the 
Greek Orthodox patriarch, the Catholic patriarch, bishops of the Latin, Syriac, and 
Old Armenian churches, the leaders of the Protestant community, and rabbis. al- 
‘Asima, 8 March 1920, 2. 

59. USNA 165/2558-16, Military Attaché (Cairo) to DMI, 16 May 1920; al- 
‘Asima, 25 March 1920, 4. According to a French report, “In Damascus, Faysal has 
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Congress proclaimed that 8 March would henceforth be celebrated as 
Independence Day. 

Independence Day was celebrated not only in Damascus but in cities 
throughout the eastern zone. Since ritual specialists in Damascus enjoined 
these celebrations by telegram and dictated their format, they all contained 
common elements: each lasted for three days; local garrisons, guilds, and 
schools supplied the manpower for the processions; outlying cities sent del- 
egations to Damascus with gifts for the king; the municipalities imposed 
holiday regulations similar to those imposed in Damascus; and the local 
governor read out the declarations of the Syrian congress and hosted re- 
ceptions for local notables. In Aleppo, where about one thousand members 
of the volunteer militias marched alongside regular units, government au- 
thorities distributed handbills announcing the slogans to be shouted, in- 
cluding “In spite of himself, the Muslim is the brother of the Christian and 
the Jew,” “The Arabs were Arabs before Moses, Christ, and Muhammad,” 
“Independence and Faysal are the two treasures of Syria,” and, of course, a 
variation of “Religion belongs to God, the nation to all” (rendered, in this 
case, “Religion is God's, and the fatherland belongs to his children”). 

Ostensibly, the celebration held in Damascus to mark Independence Day 
resembled the celebrations marking “id al-thawra and ‘id al-fath. All three 
celebrations featured reviews of military parades, ceremonial sequences 
held behind closed doors, and a distinct role reserved for important per- 
sonages that offset the nonparticipatory or restricted role reserved for the 
crowds. Nevertheless, the celebration of Independence Day held in the cap- 
ital imbued these shared attributes with new meaning. Through their struc- 
ture and use of symbols, the ceremonies of independence contrasted an ac- 
tive “nation” with a passive amir/king. This theme appeared prominently 
in three separate dramatic sequences. First, a procession escorted Faysal 
from his residence and transported him before the populace to a public 
building where he agreed to abide by the decision of the congress and a 


60. AD 2346/144, Cousse to Millerand, 8 April 1920. ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadi puts 
the date of the session a day earlier, at which time the Syrian congress also approved 
the design for the national flag. AD 2346/III-e, “‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadi to Cousse, 
31 March 1920. Three weeks later, the Syrian foreign ministry confirmed both de- 
cisions. IO L/PS/10/802/P2905/s59, Meinertzhagen to FO, 29 March 1920. 

61. See MD 4H112/2a, Lt. Kouadi, “Report on Independence Day Celebrations 
at Aleppo,” 10 March 1920; USNA 59/890d.00/9/473, Jackson to Sec. of State, 
13 March 1920; IO MSS Eur F152 (Frank Lugard Brayne Mss.)/20, Letter from 
Pierre Bardakjy(?) to Capt. Bichon, 18 March 1920; AD 2347(?)/série ¢/carton 5/ 
dossier a/67/1, Trenga to HC, 20 April 1920; Safi, ‘Ala janah al-dhikra, 1:233-234. 
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compact presented by the nation’s spiritual leaders. Second, the amir rode 
to his coronation in a carriage behind the nation’s representatives; after the 
ceremonies at the municipal building, the king led the procession back to 
his residence on horseback. Finally, while on other occasions the king be- 
stowed his blessing on the nation, on this occasion he instead received the 
blessing of the nation. As will be seen in the next chapter, much of the sym- 
bolism contained in these Independence Day ceremonies bore a striking re- 
semblance to that contained in demonstrations organized by the popular 
committees. Thus, rather than underscoring sharifian power, the cere- 
monies organized in Damascus to mark Independence Day reflected the 
changing balance of power between politics as represented by the Arab 
government and its allies, on the one hand, and the emergent politics of the 
street, as represented by the popular committees in particular, on the other. 


THEATER 


The magnitude of the ceremonies discussed so far, like that of many of the 
demonstrations to be discussed in the next chapter, was enormous, mobi- 
lizing tens and, reportedly, even hundreds of thousands of Syrians and 
converting whole areas of the cities in which they took place into ceremo- 
nial space. But the Arab government and its allies in the Arab Club and 
Literary Society also designed ceremonies on a scale of such intimacy that 
their performance could be bounded by the walls of a coffeehouse, theater, 
or movie house. Like their grander counterparts, theater pieces such as 
plays, poetry recitals, dramatic readings, revised renderings of karakiuz 
shadow plays, and even cinema, produced singly or in conjunction with 
other ceremonies, fulfilled an important function for the government and 
the mutanawwirin: the inculcation of nationalist values. For this reason, 
the Arab government and local governments both inside and outside the 
eastern zone, in association with their extragovernmental allies, encour- 
aged and supported the staging of theatrical performances. They did this in 


62. An article in al-‘Asima gave an account of a “movie party” sponsored by the 
municipal government of Damascus at Cinema al-Manakh to which Faysal, Zayd, 
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national duties.” The second film showed Faysal’s negotiating activities in Paris, his 
triumphal first return from Europe to Beirut and Damascus, and “the great recep- 
tion for him.” The final film was a comedy. al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 6. 
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a variety of ways, from organizing acting troupes and constructing theaters 
(such as a municipal theater built by the local government in Ram Allah) 
to establishing at least one acting school, the appropriately named Theater 
School (al-masrah al-madrasi), in Aleppo. The Arab government was so 
enthusiastic about the value of theatrical performances that even the War 
College in Damascus boasted a curriculum that offered instruction in 
drama. In the spring of 1919, the cadets even produced a play, ‘Abd al- 
Rahman or the Second Umayyad Dynasty in al-Andalus, to which the 
public was invited. 

While the Arab government was an enthusiastic supporter of theater, 
most productions were sponsored by the Arab Club and Literary Society. 
The latter group in particular was a firm advocate of the political uses of 
theater during the postwar period. According to its charter, the Literary 
Society was established “for the good of the Arab nation and the revival of 
its glory, the spread of its history and noble traditions, the teaching to its 
sons true knowledge [for] the training of their minds and their unification, 
and the establishment of charitable works and projects benefiting litera- 
ture, knowledge, art, society, agriculture, culture, trade, economics, health, 
and morals, which will bring the Arab nation ample benefit and gain.” To 
this end, members of the society both integrated nationalist themes into 
the texts of old plays and commissioned the writing of new plays. 

An article in al-Kawkab, a newspaper that frequently reported on plays 
produced by branches of the Arab Club and Literary Society, outlined in 
detail the benefits that the nation would derive from such dramatic presen- 
tations. According to the newspaper, although plays that depicted events 
from Islamic history already existed, they were inadequate and “need[ed] 
a new formulation that fits the spirit of nationality spreading among na- 
tions and peoples.” Playwrights, the article continued, should write plays 
that had a “Syrian shape.” These plays would depict Syrian history and 
Syrian heroes, critique contemporary affairs, and “call attention to the 
shortcomings in our customs and conduct so that people can purify their 
morals and improve their circumstances.” Only after such plays have been 
written and performed, the article concluded, would the “descendants [of 
these heroes] be able to pursue the ideals of their fathers.” © 
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Stage productions—even those that served as political propaganda— 
were not new to Syria in the immediate post-Ottoman period. Theater had 
played an important part in the literary nahda that had taken place in 
greater Syria during the mid-to-late nineteenth century. Prominent play- 
wrights and actors like Farah Antun (who rendered the Oedipus cycle into 
Arabic) and Khalil Matran translated and produced the works of Sophocles, 
Moliére, and Shakespeare as part of the Arabist project to create anew Arab 
identity that would be rooted in high culture and literary Arabic. Some ac- 
tors, such as the popular ‘Uthman Jalal who specialized in the performance 
of the works of Moliére, cultivated a devoted following among educated au- 
diences. The political /cultural associations and acting troupes that prolifer- 
ated during the Faysali period took up the mantle of the Arabists by con- 
tinuing to produce “neoclassical” works, often with the support of the Arab 
government and local governments, which sought to extend the reach of 
genteel culture at home and gain prestige abroad from such productions. 
The Independence Day celebrations that were held in Damascus, for ex- 
ample, included two performances of a new production of Romeo and Juliet, 
produced by the distinguished actor Salama Hijazi. They were reportedly 
received with enthusiasm. 

Nevertheless, neoclassicism and “plain drama” appealed to only a thin 
layer of the population of Syria.” As a result, during the late Ottoman pe- 
riod, playwrights and producers such as Abu Khalil al-Qabbani began to 
experiment with new themes and forms of popular theater, and staged 
plays that integrated music, drama, and dance or depicted historical themes. 
In the interval between the turn of the century and World War I, acting 
troupes inspired by al-Qabbani and led by his epigones toured the Levant. 
One particularly popular theater company, led by Salama Hijazi and ac- 
tor/director George Abyad, offered a selection of historical dramas such 
as Salah al-Din and the Kingdom of Jerusalem, and al-Hakim bi-‘Amr 
Allah.® The performances of the Syrian-born, Paris-trained Abyad were 
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so well received that he obtained the patronage of the Arab Club and be- 
came, in effect, the court actor of the Arab government.” 

Playwright and political agitator Ma‘ruf al-Arna’ut, whose activities 
during the Faysali period were recounted earlier, also penned a succession 
of plays with political and historical messages, including ‘Amr b. al-‘As, 
The War in Tripoli (al-Harb ft Tarablus), ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (written 
during World War 1), and Edirne Ablaze (Adirna fi al-nar). Although the 
text of the last play, also called Return to Edirne, has disappeared, its sub- 
title bears witness to its message: “A Tragedy with an Introduction and 
Four Acts, Representing the Fall of Edirne on 26 March, and the Ensuing 
Calamities through the Third Balkan War, and the Recovery of Edirne un- 
der the Leadership of the Hero Anwar Bek.” Al-Arna’ut has also been cred- 
ited with the invention of a dramatic technique that was new to the Syrian 
stage: immediately before or after the performance of his play, an actor, as- 
suming the role of a fortune-teller or other seer, would turn to his audience 
and address it directly, offering political commentary in the form of pre- 
dictions about the future.” 

Plays produced during the postwar period by the Arab Club and Literary 
Society embraced a variety of dramatic themes. Some were shameless con- 
tributions to sharifian mythopoeia. The Arab Club of Homs, for example, 
sponsored an amateur performance of a play entitled The Arab Revolt 
(Thawrat al-‘Arab), while the Patriotic Club (al-nddi al-watani) of Tulkarm 
produced The Battle of Tafila, a play that depicted the sharifian victory over 
Ottoman forces in January 1918, as a fundraiser for widows and orphans of 
the district. In Hama and Aleppo, Amin al-Kaylani, the scion of a promi- 
nent family heavily involved in Arab Club activities, produced plays such 
as Wadi Musa, The Battle of al-Hasa and The Battle of Ma‘an, which like- 
wise celebrated important battles of the Arab Revolt.”? Other plays cele- 
brated nationalist virtues, depicted the suffering endured by Syrians dur- 
ing World War I, or commemorated important events or individuals from 
history, such as the ever-popular sagas of Salah al-Din and the conquest of 
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Spain.”3 One double bill, coproduced by the Committee for the Advance- 
ment of Arab Drama in Palestine and the Association of Brotherhood and 
Virtue, included plays from each of the first two categories. The evening 
began with a presentation of The Fall of a Young Girl, a play that portrayed 
the heroine's “surrender to desire and appetite, her torment of shame and 
degradation, and her [eventual] repentance.” The second play on the pro- 
gram, Famine in Syria, depicted the wartime plight of a mother and her 
starving children and the noble actions of an Arab soldier in the Ottoman 
army whose situation was not much better. The patriotic message of the 
play, according to a review in al-Kawkab, was convincingly imparted “in a 
manner that caused hearts to bleed.” 

Possibly the most widely produced plays during the postwar period were 
those that portrayed the activities of the “villainous” Ottoman governor of 
Syria, Jamal Pasha, and the suffering of the martyrs. Productions of Jamal 
Pasha the Butcher and Jamal Pasha and the Martyrs of the Arab Commu- 
nity —probably two plays derived from a single Urtext that has been at- 
tributed to Ma‘ruf al-Arna’ut”>=—were a staple of Arab Club and Liter- 
ary Society repertoires and appeared in theaters in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Beirut, 
Tulkarm, Homs, and Damascus. Reportedly, al-Arna’ut himself was so 
adept at its staging that “he terrified the masses of Damascus.” 76 

Although presenting what was, fundamentally, the same story for much 
the same reason—“so that the people could see in this piece the outrages 
with which this shedder of blood was enamored and which he used against 
the men of the Arab nation” 7”—the actual performances of plays about 
Jamal Pasha differed from city to city. In Tulkarm, the production was spon- 
sored by the local Patriotic Club, an association that, according to an article 
in al-Kawkab, had been founded not only by notables and intellectuals but 
for them. Before the play, the actors appeared on stage in costume to sing 
an “Arab anthem.” A member of the club then delivered a speech “[urging] 
his fellow countrymen on to unity and harmony, and, by pointing out the 
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greatness, civilization, and might that the Arabs had possessed in bygone 
ages, he inspired them to exert [every] effort for the future.” Between 
scenes, schoolchildren took to the stage to sing patriotic songs.”* In Jeru- 
salem, on the other hand, the local Arab Club began the evening’s perfor- 
mance with a skit in which actors, dressed as spirits of great Arab men, hov- 
ered abouta scaffold to remind the children in the audience of their “patriotic 
duty.” The club closed the evening with a rendition of a tribute to Faysal re- 
portedly composed by the local belletrist Khalil al-Sakakini while on his 
way to join the Arab army with three hundred young men: 


O great king, the pride of all Arabs! 

Your reign is the grand reign, the reign of your ancestor the prophet. 

March toward this reign before it is too late. 

Display zeal toward the enemy to purify the fatherland. 

Renew the ancient era, the era of glory. 

Follow the true way, comply with correct opinion. 

Weare no longer a subservient nation. 

Relaxation and happy nights are not for us. 

In the time of war we come forth in droves. 

We attack the enemy—none of us flees. 

If we live, we live honorably; if we die, we die honorably. 

It would grieve us to die ignobly, for our purpose is to end that which is 
ignoble.”9 


The differences between the presentations in Tulkarm and Jerusalem, al- 
though more structural than significative, suggest a more profound prob- 
lem encountered by the Arab government and the mutanawwirin in their 
efforts to use theater to inculcate a predetermined nationalist agenda. 
Prescribed ceremonial sequences, constant surveillance, and the authority 
inherent in ceremonial planning enhanced the ability of the government 
and its allies to control the form and symbolic content of large-scale cere- 
monies and thus to delimit the array of meanings they conveyed to partic- 
ipants and observers alike. Local and frequently autonomous chapters of 
political associations, on the other hand, often sponsored or produced plays 
and other staged events in numerous small venues. The informal and un- 
supervised nature of the performances increased the possibility that the 
message the government and the mutanawwiriin were attempting to instill 
would be compromised or even totally garbled. Theatrical events also pro- 
vided a forum in which antigovernment messages might be expressed, par- 
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ticularly after the onset of the Evacuation Crisis. Sometimes, orators and 
recruiters from the popular committees took the stage to deliver speeches; 
at other times, they disrupted the gatherings with impromptu harangues 
and calls to action. As recounted in Chapter 2, theaters in Aleppo were 
popular sites for the recruitment of young men into the armed gangs that 
dominated the countryside. 

Coffeehouses, located both on main thoroughfares in the heart of cities 
and in sugqs adjacent to semiprivate lanes, provided another venue for the 
staging of patriotic theatrical events. At the close of World War I, it was 
common for the more popular and centrally located coffeehouses to cater to 
several hundred clients a day who passed their time sipping coffee, playing 
backgammon (fawula), smoking narghiles, trading gossip, reading news- 
papers, and watching shadow plays and other entertainments.*! The atti- 
tude of the Arab government to this forum was ambivalent. As recounted 
in Chapter 4, al-‘Asima charged coffeehouses with corrupting morals, de- 
stroying family life, and fostering a culture of idleness. Furthermore, mem- 
bers of the government, fearing that coffeehouses provided space in which 
unrestricted discussion and political conspiracy could take place, took steps 
to regulate them during the martial law regime that preceded the French 
invasion. Such conspiracies were not entirely imaginary: those who al- 
legedly plotted the assassination of Amir Faysal in June 1919 formulated 
their plans in daily gatherings held in the Syrian Café in Damascus.® 

On the other hand, some mutanawwiriin sought to take advantage of 
these ready-made platforms. In Hama, for example, where from fifty to 
sixty coffeehouses plied their trade during this period, two in particular 
were famous for the theatrical productions they housed. One was owned 
by Tawfiq al-Shishakli, a physician, graduate of Maktab ‘Anbar, and one of 
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the principal leaders of that citys Arab Club. The other, al-Salon, was 
owned by the municipal government, which rented out its theatrical space 
to acting troupes. The productions these and other coffeehouses housed 
were often performed by amateurs—for example, young members of 
prominent families who had a passion for acting—who charged their audi- 
ences a small fee that they shared with their Arab Club patrons and coffee- 
house proprietors. 

In contrast with the Arab government and the Arab Club, the popular 
committees do not seem to have sponsored theatrical presentations in cof- 
feehouses or in any other location. The reason for this is probably twofold. 
First, not all the constituencies represented by the committees considered 
theater and acting to be seemly. For example, when Dr. As‘ad al-Hakim— 
who taught acting at the Madrasa al-Kamiliyya while Kamil al-Qassab was 
still director—produced two plays, he not only caused a stir in Damascus, 
but his plays were censured by the magazine al-Hagqa’iq, and conservative 
ulama collected formal legal opinions condemning such activities. But 
perhaps a more important factor militating against popular committee 
sponsorship of theatrical performances was the fact that dramatic presen- 
tations physically replicated the unequal division of society championed by 
the sharifians and the mutanawwirin: by instructing their passive audi- 
ences in “appropriate” nationalist myths and virtues, actors in theatrical 
productions, who often came from the self-described layer of “enlight- 
ened” or “cultured” youth, labored to create a mass audience for national- 
ist doctrines while they simultaneously discouraged mass participation in 
nationalist politics.®° As will be seen in the next chapter, the ceremonies 
constructed by the popular committees not only reflected a very different 
notion of the proper ordering of society but, through both their form and 
their content, conformed to that ordering as well. 
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6 Demonstrating 
Communities 


The celebration of public holidays and the staging of theatrical produc- 
tions were not the only ceremonical activities sponsored by the Arab gov- 
ernment and its allies. Ritual specialists associated with the government 
also planned and staged demonstrations the form and content of which, like 
the form and content of the ceremonies described in the previous chapter, 
reveal not only the political goals professed by their planners but their un- 
derlying assumptions about the proper ordering of society. However, un- 
like the ceremonies analyzed in the previous chapter—ceremonies which 
were predominantly the work of the government and its supporters— the 
popular committees and their allies also organized demonstrations. The fact 
that both nationalist blocs represented themselves through a common me- 
dium adds another dimension to the study of ceremonies: a side-by-side 
comparison of the demonstrations staged by the two blocs enables the his- 
torian to contrast directly their respective guiding principles. Analysis of 
demonstrations is useful for another reason as well: as will be argued be- 
low, because affirmational (i.e., “proactive”) demonstrations of the type 
mounted by the popular committees only take place in societies in which 
broad horizontal and associational affiliations exist either alongside or in 
place of vertical and communal affiliations, their staging in Syria provides 
evidence to confirm an underlying transformation of social and political re- 
lations during the late Ottoman and early post-Ottoman periods. As ar- 
gued in the Introduction, such a transformation is a prerequisite for the 
emergence of mass-based nationalist movements. 


GOVERNMENT-SANCTIONED DEMONSTRATIONS 


Demonstrations were not a novelty introduced into the Arab Middle East 
after World War I, nor was the Arab government in Syria the first govern- 
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ment in the region to sanction and organize them. Throughout the Otto- 
man period, Syrians had staged parades and demonstrations to celebrate a 
number of events, including the coronations of Ottoman sultans and royal 
births. During these observances, they not only displayed decorations in 
shop windows and festooned local government buildings, but notables of 
each quarter planned and organized parades that typically included a march 
to the local seat of the imperial government. 

The order of march and activities performed during these demonstra- 
tions were similar to—and likely borrowed from—the order of march and 
activities performed in parades held to celebrate religious festivals and mar- 
riages: marchers sang the same or similar songs and brandished customary 
ceremonial weapons, such as swords and canes. As took place in religious 
or matrimonial parades, processional leaders stood on the shoulders of one 
of the lead participants to supervise the action and direct the participants in 
celebratory cheers. The march itself served as the central event of the cere- 
mony, and marchers stayed only a brief time at their destination to “display 
their feelings of fealty and joy,” in the words of one contemporary observer.’ 

The local government in Damascus also organized demonstrations to 
dramatize popular sentiment during international crises, such as the con- 
flicts with European powers over Crete (1896 —1897) and Bosnia and Herze- 
govina (1908), and the Tripolitanian War (1911), assigning each thuman of 
the city a day on which to demonstrate, either alone or with other athman. 
In this way, the government ensured a weeklong series of demonstrations. 
As they had done during the previously cited demonstrations, the crowd 
first marched to government offices, brandishing weapons and shouting 
slogans such as “We fast and we pray—the Island of Crete belongs to 
the Osmanlis,” or “Who told you to go to war, Italian sons of dogs?” 
Demonstrators then marched to the gates of foreign consulates, where they 
continued to chant slogans while their leaders presented petitions of protest 
to the foreign legates. The route of the march (from the residential quar- 
ters to the foreign consulates, by way of the government offices) and the 
ceremony of petitioning enabled the crowd to display to foreign observers 
both its loyalty to the Ottoman government and its opposition to European 
actions. Concomitantly, the sacralization of the Ottoman cause through its 
representation in ceremony, as well as popular participation in that cere- 
mony, enabled the Ottoman government to induce the popular sacrifices 
(such as acquiescence to conscription and supplementary taxes) that were 


1. al-‘Alléf, Dimashq ft matla‘ al-garn al-‘ishrin, 120-123; J. Lecerf and 
R. Tresse, “Les ‘arada de Damas.” 
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necessary to reverse the effects of foreign aggression. The demonstrations 
thus fulfilled both an inwardly directed and an outwardly directed purpose. 

In July 1908, local branches of the Committee of Union and Progress also 
organized quarter-based demonstrations in support of the restoration of 
constitutional rule. Similarly, their opponents in the Muhammadan Union 
all too hastily organized demonstrations to celebrate the triumph of the at- 
tempted countercoup mounted against the committee in 1909. According 
to a dispatch written by Nasif Mashaka, acting agent of the United States 
consul, the demonstrations held on the former occasion were a daily —and 
for him a frightening— occurrence. “Imagine some five hundred illiterate 
young men, some with swords in their hands, others with revolvers and 
many with prohibited rifles stolen from the government, this whole crowd 
followed by a great multitude pass through the streets and the bazaars 
shooting and shouting,” he reported. 


On the 8th instant, the orations in general were exceptionally liberal. A 
“Young Turk’ having the grade of ‘Usbashy’ stood on the platform, took 
out his sword and asked the people to stand up and repeat after him an 
oath to the meaning that if tyranny shall reign again, they would over- 
throw it no matter how dear it might cost them. They solemnly declared 
that they were ready to sacrifice for liberty their wives, their children 
and their blood! After this solemn oath three times three cheers were 
given for liberty, the Army and the sultan.” 


Less than a year later, local representatives of the Muhammadan Union 
mobilized residents of the Maydan, which had been decorated and illumi- 
nated in honor of the occasion, to parade through the quarter for a day and 
a night chanting, “God has granted victory to the sultan.” ? 

Because the Arab government was committed to a tactic of achieving in- 
dependence by showing the entente powers that Syrians were prepared for 
and united in their desire for independence, it also sponsored demonstra- 
tions to present its case to the outside world. These demonstrations were of 
two types: petition demonstrations, in which the central drama consisted of 
the presentation of a list of demands directly or indirectly to representa- 
tives of the entente powers, and celebratory demonstrations, during which 
the Arab government and/or associated political organizations such as the 
Arab Club assembled the population so that they might display their devo- 
tion to the government, Amir Faysal, or both. 


2. Quoted in Elie Kedourie, Arabic Political Memoirs and Other Studies, 137. 
See also Lecerf and Tresse, “Les ‘arada de Damas,” 261; Khoury, Urban Notables, 56. 
3. Lecerf and Tresse, “Les ‘arada de Damas,” 261. 
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A generic blueprint for both types of demonstrations appeared in an un- 
usual article that was published on the front page of al-‘Asima on the eve 
of the arrival of the King-Crane Commission in Damascus.‘ The article, 
entitled “A True Vision,” was written in the form of a prophetic parable 
that outlined the brilliant future of independence and progress awaiting 
Syrians if only they could convince the commission—and through the 
commission, the entente powers—that they could behave in a “civilized” 
manner. 

The article began with a description of the author at his desk, contem- 
plating the news of demonstrations held in Egypt to show popular support 
for Egyptian independence: “We hardly see such good order in the demon- 
strations of the most advanced Western nations,” the author proclaims ina 
statement that would soon be echoed by ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi himself in per- 
sonal correspondence.® 


I said to myself, “By God! They unjustly accuse the East and its people 
of savagery, immaturity, and an inability to imitate the civilization of the 
West. What is more indicative of their readiness [for independence] than 
this admirably ordered and perfect demonstration?” 


Lulled into sleep, the author dreams of meeting a soothsayer who takes him 
on a tour of the future—a tour that includes a glimpse of the upcoming 
visit of the commission to Damascus. In the dream, “the sons of the nation,” 
guided by their intellectuals (al-mufakkirun), “held an orderly demonstra- 
tion showing their national sentiments and desires in a way that would dem- 
onstrate to the delegation that the nation was worthy of independence.” All 
Syrians, regardless of religious or sectarian affiliation (as the author is care- 
ful to point out), participated in the demonstration, placing on their fore- 
arms or breasts bindings printed with the slogan “We demand complete 
independence.” Small boys wore the slogan on their fezzes while girls em- 
broidered it on their frontlets. The owners of shops, hotels, and homes pub- 
licly displayed the same slogan in English and Arabic. So ubiquitous was 
the slogan that “one could not walk down the street without seeing the 
signs on every building and wall.” 

I laughed when I saw a bald man with the slogan written on his head. 

I saw the owners of carriages and horses who placed this slogan on the 

faces of their horses. The sweets seller put the slogan on the containers 


4. al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 1-2. 

5. In November 1919, al-Rikabi wrote to Sa‘id Shuqayr, “I do not think that the 
demonstrations taking place in the most advanced nations are better organized and 
more peaceful.” DU SA /493/6, 25 November 1919. 
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of sweets and milk. I was truly amazed when I saw the work of the resi- 
dents of Salihiyya—they had written this slogan on Mt. Qasyun by 
night in letters two parsangs long. The people kept up this sort of activ- 
ity until the delegation left Damascus. 


Nevertheless, while all Damascenes displayed the slogan and attended 
the demonstration—the author assures his readers that those who refused 
to take part were abused and compelled to join in—their participation, like 
their participation in the public ceremonies described in the previous chap- 
ter, was passive. “The demonstration that the people put on was perfect — 
quiet, without tumult, no speeches—yet through its silence the demon- 
stration announced the advancement of the people.” The commission, 
impressed by the “wisdom, advancement, and worthiness for complete in- 
dependence” they found in Syria, returned to Paris to recommend that 
Syrians be allowed their independence. “The matter was decided accord- 
ingly.” The article concludes with a summation, quoted in the Introduction 
of this book, of the brilliant future of economic advancement brought about 
by technological progress that was awaiting Syrians as a reward for their 
efforts. 

As will be seen shortly, while most demonstrations organized by the 
government fit the pattern outlined in “A True Vision,” the author could 
not help but omit mention of one indispensable aspect of these demonstra- 
tions: the Arab government did not stage demonstrations solely to impress 
the entente powers. Like the demonstrations organized by the Ottoman 
government to protest foreign aggression, and like the public holidays in- 
augurated by the Arab government and discussed in the previous chapter, 
government-sponsored demonstrations were designed to sway the beliefs 
of the participants and onlookers as well. Thus, while providing the entente 
representatives with a (largely deceptive) “model of” Syrian society, the 
Arab government simultaneously used demonstrations to provide the pop- 
ulation of Syria with an officially sanctioned “model for” society. 

Often, the Arab government began imposing its “model for” society even 
before the first demonstrators gathered. For example, in those demonstra- 
tions in which the central drama was the presentation of petitions to repre- 
sentatives of foreign powers, the circulation of the petitions and the gath- 
ering of signatures contributed to this end. As has been previously noted, 
because the petition campaigns were centrally coordinated by the Arab 
government, often in conjunction with the Arab Club, all petitions circu- 
lated in a given campaign contained demands that were virtually identical. 
But in addition to disseminating government-approved demands, the peti- 
tions followed a standardized formula that reinforced notions of social 
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stratification endorsed by the government and their mutanawwiriin allies. 
The first sentence of each petition stated the district or town in which the 
petition had been circulated (“We, the undersigned residents of ...”), then, 
before listing the demands, enumerated the categories into which the Arab 
government divided residents of the area (for example, “members of all 
creeds” (madhahib), “members of all sects” (tawa’ if), “members of all re- 
ligions” (adyan). To underscore these divisions, the signatures following 
the body of the petition were often likewise divided according to the gov- 
ernment’s view of the natural cleavages within Syrian society, which could 
be bridged only through the person of Amir Faysal.* The Arab government 
frequently reproduced these divisions physically when arranging the line 
of march of the demonstrators who assisted in the ceremony of petition 
presentation. 

Because their dissemination was supported by the Arab government and 
Arab Club affiliates, these petitions, and the notions of stratification they 
promoted, circulated widely. While the role of quarter-based makhatir in 
petition campaigns has already been described, the circulation of petitions 
extended far beyond urban boundaries. During the petition campaign that 
preceded the demonstration of 20 February 1919, for example, agents of 
the Arab government and the Arab Club roamed not only throughout the 
eastern zone but throughout neighboring zones as well. For example, Sami 
al-‘Azm, a member of the executive committee of the Arab Club of Damas- 
cus, drew up and oversaw the distribution of petitions in the districts of 
Qatana (to the southwest of Damascus) and Duma (to the northeast). Al- 
‘Azm used the occasion of the distribution of petitions in Qatana to estab- 
lish branches of the Arab Club both there and in the surrounding region. 
According to French reports, the qa@’immagdm of the district, ‘Abdallah 
Ustuwani—an Istanbul-trained lawyer and son of ‘Abd al-Muhsin Ustu- 
wani, amember of the council of state of the Arab government— dispatched 
thirty cavalrymen to accompany al-‘Azm on his rounds. Arab Club repre- 
sentatives gathered signatures in a similar manner in districts as far away 
as Amman, al-Salt, al-Karak, and Beirut.” 


6. Originals and translations of petitions have been preserved in various 
archives in Britain, France, and the United States. In addition, many petitions were 
printed in Syrian newspapers such as al-‘Asima and al-Kawkab. 

7. AD 2368/10/2/162, Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919. According to French 
reports, in Druze and Christian villages in Qatana, where the Arab Club did not an- 
ticipate support for the petition, representatives of the club allegedly obtained sig- 
natures by presenting the petition as a protest against changes in the tax collection 
system—changes that would have increased the tax burden placed on cultivators. 
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The purpose of the demonstration held in Damascus on 20 February 
1919 was to present the petitions gathered by al-‘Azm and his colleagues 
to the representatives of the entente powers. Although, as will be seen be- 
low, the demonstration did not actually take place as planned, the Arab 
government and the Arab Club did distribute a program for the event that 
attests to the plans and motivations of those who organized it. According 
to the program, the planners intended for the participation of the crowd to 
be brief (less than one hour) and its role marginal. In effect, the crowd would 
present itself as a tableau vivant staged for the benefit of the petition recip- 
ients: under the direction of their local makhatir, demonstrators, arranged 
according to a predetermined line of march, were to parade from their 
quarters to the city hall. There, while they patiently listened to speeches 
delivered not only in Arabic but also in French and English —languages in- 
comprehensible to most demonstrators—delegations of mutanawwiriin, 
handpicked by the Arab Club, would present the petitions to foreign legates. 
As stipulated by the program, the presentation of the petitions—the cen- 
tral drama of the demonstration—was to take place offstage and behind 
closed doors.® 

Over the course of the next year—that is, until the Arab government 
lost control of the streets to the popular committees—the government and 
its supporters organized a series of demonstrations that shared significant 
characteristics with this petition demonstration.? As in the ceremonies 
organized by the Arab government to celebrate national holidays, the 
fundamental building blocks of these demonstrations were primary and 
secondary schools supported by the government; the Arab army and func- 
tionaries of the Arab government; and any one of a number of government- 
allied political or charitable associations, newly reconstituted guilds, and 


The reports also assert that in Muslim villages, the petition was presented in the 
context of a choice between a French/Christian government and an Arab/Muslim 
government. Those who had been identified as potential recalcitrants were put into 
detention for twenty-four hours during the time of the petition’s circulation. In ad- 
dition, the French liaison officer complained that the residents of Duma were asked 
to sign a blank piece of paper on which was written afterwards, “We, the under- 
signed, delegate Amir Faysal to act in our name and to represent us before the peace 
conference to demand the complete independence of Syria... .” AD 2430/154, 
Cousse to HC, 19 February 1919; AD 2430, Cousse to HC, 18 March 1919. 

8. AD 2430/no no., Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; AD 2430/dossier confi- 
dentiel—départ /65, Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919. 

9. For descriptions of these demonstrations, see AD 2429/42, Mercier to Pi- 
chon, 11 November 1918; AD 2430, Cousse to Dame, 20 March 1919; MAE L:AH/ 
vol. 4/237—238, Picot to Pichon, 22 May 1919; AD 2430/240, 11 August 1919. 
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“cultural” organizations such as the Arab Club. The enlistment of these 
groups in demonstrations served two purposes for the Arab government. 
First, it enabled the government to effect a controlled mobilization of the 
Syrian population while simultaneously bypassing—and therefore poten- 
tially enervating—its rivals, such as oppositional members of the indige- 
nous Damascene notability and, later, the popular committees. Further- 
more, the process of assembling each demonstration—the selection and 
physical organization of the participants, their arrangement in the line of 
march, their participation or nonparticipation in various sequences of the 
ceremony—permitted the government to define, reinforce, and expand 
the institutional networks under its control while once again providing the 
population of Syria with an officially sanctioned “model for” society. 

In addition, because in their planning all government-supported demon- 
strations shared a common outwardly directed purpose—to show the en- 
tente powers that the Syrian population was prepared for independence and 
stood united behind the Arab government and Amir Faysal—they scripted 
similar roles for the schoolchildren, guild members, political activists, sol- 
diers, and functionaries they incorporated. Unlike many of the demon- 
strations organized by the popular committees in the aftermath of the 
Evacuation Crisis—demonstrations that would, in effect, celebrate the 
crowd itself—the participants in government-sponsored demonstrations 
were rarely the focus of the ceremony or even the principal actors in the 
drama. Often the government and its allies assembled demonstrators to act 
as a backdrop to the true focus of attention, such as the presentation of pe- 
titions. At other times, they cast demonstrators as bit players in a drama 
that primarily concerned Amir Faysal, the mutanawwiriin, and the entente 
powers. Because government-sponsored demonstrations could thus convey 
their meaning and fulfill their function without the active participation of 
the crowd in the central drama, and because the government feared that the 
unruliness of the crowd would discredit it in the eyes of foreign powers and 
cast doubt on the preparedness of Syrians for independence,’ the crowd's 
presence at government-sponsored demonstrations was uniformly fleeting 
and its participation restricted. 

The demonstration held in Damascus in the spring of 1919 to greet 
Amir Faysal upon his first return from Europe was typical of the celebra- 


10. See, for example, AD 2430/no no., Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; MD 
L:AH/vol. 4/237-238, Picot to Pichon, 22 May 1919; MD L:SL/vol. 43/39-41, 
“Renseignements d’agent,” 12 July 1919; AD 2344/c1/310, Cousse to Picot, 3 No- 
vember 1919. 
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tory demonstrations organized by the Arab government and its allies. 
Faysal, who had been away from Syria for over five months, returned to 
Damascus to direct the preparations for the upcoming visit of the King- 
Crane Commission. As soon as word of the amir’s departure from Europe 
reached Damascus, the Arab government began preparing ceremonies of 
greeting. “It is unnecessary to tell you that all activity here is directed to 
assure him a grand reception,” the French liaison officer resident in Damas- 
cus reported. 


... the police have personally invited all the inhabitants to fly the Arab 
colors; the schools have been mobilized; victory arches have begun to be 
raised practically all over, and there promise to be innumerable speeches. 
The arrival of the amir will certainly be a capital event in Syrian affairs."! 


For days before his arrival in the capital, local newspapers carried news of 
the amir’s journey from Rome to Beirut, reported on celebrations held in 
his honor in Beirut, then followed his progress to Damascus.!* To ensure a 
fitting reception in the Syrian capital, al-‘Asima printed a front-page edito- 
rial on 2 May entitled “His Exalted Highness Amir Faysal,” which praised 
Faysal’s efforts in Europe and recounted his qualities as an Arab hero “who 
was and still is working tirelessly to guarantee the future of the nation” and 
who “rescued the nation from slavery and the misfortunes of slavery.” 

The demonstration organized in Damascus to greet the amir, like the 
above-cited demonstration that provided the background for the delivery of 
petitions to entente representatives, was coordinated by the municipal gov- 
ernment of Damascus. It was staged as a triumphal celebration of the amir, 
whose entrance into the city was described by a Syrian observer as follows: 


When His Highness Amir Faysal arrived at Damascus, he rode in a car- 
riage drawn by eight horses. On the carriage were trimmings of gold and 
silver. Victory arches had been set up for him and were decorated with 
jewels donated by the women of Damascus. Spread before him in his 
path were 25,000 carpets. !* 


According to al-‘Asima, crowds of Syrians had turned out to greet Faysal; 
nevertheless, the public ceremony was mere window dressing planned for 
the benefit of the entente powers. After briefly acknowledging the crowd, 
Faysal adjourned to a nearby park to speak with a small group that had been 


11. AD 2430, Cousse to Dame, 20 April 1919. 
12. See, for example, al-‘Asima, 2 May 1919, 2. 
13. Ibid., 1. 

14. al-‘Iyashi, al-Idahdt al-siyasiyya, 32. 
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invited to attend this invitation-only event." In the park, orators delivered 
speeches of greeting and recited specially composed poems. In response, 
the amir thanked the entente representatives in attendance for the support 
of their governments, which had “saved the nation from the enemy” and 
“offered [the Arabs] independence.” In addition, the amir thanked the pop- 
ulation of Syria “for remaining calm during the past five months, enabling 
him to push on for complete independence.” Following the ceremony in the 
park, the military governor hosted a banquet in Faysal’s honor, to which 
“members of the [Arab] government, groups of ulama, [progovernment] 
notables, spiritual leaders from the minority communities, and delegations 
from the surrounding areas” were also invited. 

The public and private aspects of the ceremony greeting Faysal, like the 
public and private aspects of the celebration of national holidays, thus repli- 
cated the binary division of Syrian society into sorts: while selected nota- 
bles, heads of separate communities, mutanawwirin, and so on, decided af- 
fairs of state, ritual specialists removed the populace from center stage and 
cast them in a passive role. Ironically, then, this demonstration, like others 
organized by the Arab government, affirmed the fact that real political de- 
cisions were to be made neither democratically nor in the streets. 

The meaning of government-sponsored demonstrations was not just 
propounded through their form, however. As described in the previous 
chapter, the Arab government carefully vetted the slogans shouted by 
demonstrators and the messages inscribed on their banners. Moreover, the 
Arab government took advantage of the theatricality of demonstrations 
and the casting of the populace in a passive or secondary role to inculcate 
the proper “model for” Syrian society and nationalist politics. This was 
perhaps most evident in the parade that preceded the demonstration held 
in Damascus on 16 November 1919. According to official accounts, the pur- 
pose of the parade was to display the unity of the Syrian population and 
reaffirm its desire for complete independence and its rejection “of any pa- 
triotism or nationalism but Arab nationalism in any part [of Syria].” Em- 
bedded within the ranks of the marchers were floats constructed to sym- 
bolize this message. Some demonstrators, for example, carried a table 
decorated in the black, white, and green colors of the Arab flag. On the 
table, parade organizers had placed copies of the Old Testament, the New 
Testament, and the Qur’an, an obvious reference to the unity of the sepa- 
rate Jewish, Christian, and Muslim communities within the framework of 


15. al-‘Asima, 7 May 1919, 5-6. 
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the “new religion” of Arab nationalism.’* Also included in the parade was 
acart on which a man stood, wearing a costume representing a map of Syria 
divided into sections labeled “eastern zone,” “southern zone,” and “coastal 
zone,” corresponding to the entente’s division of the Arab provinces of the 
Ottoman Empire. As reported in the official government journal, “This 
man, representing the nation, asked the people if they would be satisfied 
with his division or colonization, and they answered in unison, expressing 
principles upon which the nation had decided unanimously.” ” To ensure 
that the theme of the demonstration was not lost on the population, an- 
other float, containing newspapermen working a printing press, printed na- 
tionalist slogans and distributed them to the crowd. 

In the end, the demonstrations organized by the short-lived Arab gov- 
ernment accomplished neither their outwardly nor their inwardly directed 
goals. As can be ascertained from the dispatches sent home by the foreign 
legates based in Syria, the entente representatives regarded the demon- 
strations sometimes with bemusement, sometimes with contempt. “I have 
the honor to send you . . . a copy of the order of the Damascus municipal- 
ity addressed to the corporations, regulating the tiniest details of the cere- 
mony organized to greet Amir Faysal,” Francois Georges-Picot wrote to his 
superiors at the Quai d’Orsay. “This document has no interest except to 
show [you] . . . how one can organize a spontaneous popular demonstration 
that displays unanimous support for whatever opinion you desire.” 1 

Likewise, while the Arab government was ultimately unable to instill 
its brand of nationalism among the Syrian population for a variety of rea- 
sons unconnected to the manner in which it arranged demonstrations, the 
demonstrations it sanctioned did little to bolster its support among the 
populace. The demonstrations were ineffective for several reasons. First, 
government-sponsored demonstrations relied on didactic signs that were 
relatively weak in comparison with the resonant and multivocal symbols of 
which the popular committees took advantage. The message of the demon- 
strations was further diluted because there was no inherent connection be- 
tween the central drama of the demonstrations—the presentation of peti- 
tions, for example—and the physical organization of the participants. This 
was hardly accidental: while a primary function of the demonstrations or- 
ganized by the Arab government was to display the “civilized” nature of 
the Syrian population and its readiness for self-government, the govern- 


16. AD 2344/c1/149-151, 17 November 1919. 
17. al-‘Asima, 17 November 1919, 3-4. 
18. MAE L:AH/vol. 4/237—238, Picot to Pichon, 22 May 1919. 
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ment had to hold the demonstrators virtually incommunicado lest they 
display their indifference to European standards of civilization and their 
frustration with the tactical approach taken by the government to achieve 
independence. In addition, because the Arab government could not maintain 
control of the streets (as indicated, for example, by the placement of ma- 
chine-gun nests on the main thoroughfares of Damascus on at least three 
separate occasions), it expended as much effort repressing demonstrations 
as it did promoting them.9 Finally—and perhaps most important—the 
nationalism that the Arab government attempted to promote through the 
demonstrations just did not resonate with the population. 

The circumscribed capacity of government-sponsored demonstrations 
to instill among the population a worldview and ideology that appeared 
alien to many Syrians becomes apparent when the plans for the demon- 
strations are compared with accounts describing their actual realization. 
At times, political activists who disagreed with government policies 
deliberately subverted the meaning of government-sponsored demon- 
strations. For example, during the demonstrations held in Damascus to 
celebrate Faysal’s return to Syria after the amir had initialed the Faysal- 
Clemenceau Agreement—demonstrations that reportedly generated sig- 
nificantly less enthusiasm than those held to mark his first return from 
Europe—unknown individuals, obviously rankled by the amir’s attempts 
to reach a compromise with the entente powers and Zionists in Paris and 
by the kidnapping of Yasin al-Hashimi by the British, climbed onto the 
roof of the Arab Club building and tossed to the crowd papers on which 
antigovernment, anti-Faysal slogans had been printed. Among the slogans 
were “Death to those who betray Palestine,” “Faysal, protect the patri- 
mony of prophets and of our ancestors,” “Where is your generalissimo, 
Faysal?” and “The Arab nation is indivisible.” 2° 

On other occasions, the crowd itself refused to play the role that the gov- 
ernment and its allies had scripted for it. The demonstration held in 


19. AD 2344/c1/310, Cousse to Picot, 3 November 1919; AD 2344/325, Cousse 
to Picot, 10 November 1919; MD 4H114/1/434, Cousse to Gouraud, 28 December 
1919. For the placement of machine-gun nests in Damascus during the visit of the 
King-Crane Commission, after its departure, and during the final days of the Arab 
government, see MAE L:SL/vol. 14/897, Picot to MAE, 27 June 1919; FO 371/ 
4182/125032, “CPO: Report on a Conversation in Cairo with Michel Bey Lotfullah 
on His Return from Syria August 5th 1919”; MD 4H114/dossier 5/no no., Cousse 
to Gouraud, 20 July 1920; MD 4H60/dossier 1, “Bulletin quotidien 1270,” 23 July 
1920; IO L/PS/10/802/Ps5841, GHQ (Egypt) to WO, 24 July 1920. 

20. AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-frangaise, 17 January 1920. 
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February 1919 to accompany the presentation of petitions to the entente 
representatives was, in reality, neither as popular nor as disciplined as plan- 
ners had anticipated. As estimated by an obviously pleased French ob- 
server, only three or four hundred participants—including a number of 
curious onlookers—attended the ceremony, a far cry from the thousands 
expected by the Arab government. Moreover, the performance of music 
and the display of decorative flags and bunting, which lent the demonstra- 
tion a festive quality, belied the seriousness of the occasion.”! It was per- 
haps for this reason that, instead of a protracted series of speeches, only two 
were delivered to the crowd. In addition, through their activities the 
demonstrators seemed to flaunt both their detachment from and inatten- 
tion to the principal themes of the ceremony. According to As‘ad Daghir, 
who claims to have been present at the event, although the Arab govern- 
ment arranged the demonstration to serve as a backdrop for the presenta- 
tion of petitions drawn up to demonstrate to foreign legates that Syrians 
supported the efforts of Amir Faysal to negotiate with the entente powers 
on their behalf and that Syria was ready to join the “civilized” nations of 
the world, the impatient crowd chanted a slogan that was fundamentally at 
odds with this purpose: “The religion of Muhammad is the religion of the 
sword.” 22 

Nevertheless, the crowd did not remain entirely detached from the cen- 
tral drama of the demonstration. To the contrary, the focus of the demon- 
stration shifted from the delegated and almost secretive presentation of pe- 
titions to foreign representatives to a collective presentation of copies of the 
petitions to the military governor, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi, who assumed re- 
sponsibility for passing them on. Thus, whether as a result of last-minute 
adaptation on the part of its organizers acting in response to the indiffer- 
ence or antipathy of the population, the active or passive resistance of the 
demonstrators itself, or a combination of both, those who had been mobi- 
lized to bear witness to the central drama of the demonstration instead both 
recast the ceremony and assumed the role of active participants in it. As 
will be seen in the next section, the alteration in the central dramatic se- 
quence of the demonstration, which in effect transformed an event that had 


21. AD 2430/no no., Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; AD 2430/dossier 
confidentiel—départ /65, Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919. 

22. AD 2367/10/1/146, Cousse to HC, 14 February 1919; AD 2430/no no., 
Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; AD 2430/65, Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; 
Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 105. 

23. AD 2430/no no., Cousse to HC, 21 February 1919; AD 2430/65, Cousse to 
HC, 21 February 1919. 


Demonstrating Communities / 273 


been designed to confirm a specific structuring of society and political pro- 
gram into one that challenged that structuring and program, attests to the 
underlying tension, present in all didactic ceremonies, between the designs 
of the mobilizers and the aspirations of the mobilized. 


THE DEMONSTRATIONS OF THE POPULAR COMMITTEES 


In early September 1919, the Arab Club of Damascus, responding to the 
same impetus that precipitated the formation of the voluntary militias, 
mobilized a demonstration that was unlike any previously planned by the 
Arab government or allied political association. Even though the Septem- 
ber 15 Accord, the kidnapping and exile of Yasin al-Hashimi, and the or- 
ganization of the popular committees were still in the future, the Arab 
government was particularly vulnerable at this time: the King-Crane Com- 
mission had come and gone, and although its recommendations still re- 
mained secret, provocations such as the British acceptance of the mandate 
for Palestine in the late summer fueled the skepticism felt by many Syrians 
about the efficacy of the Arab government's diplomatic efforts and its com- 
mitment to complete independence and Syrian unity. According to Siiriyya 
al-jadida, for example, 


Syria has gained nothing from the American Commission but schism 
and distress of mind. No one doubts that Europe will throw the demands 
of the nation to the wall, and is striving to solve this question in her own 
political interests.?4 


Placed on the defensive, the Arab government and its allies could not but 
respond to the public agitation that the government itself, through its efforts 
at mobilization during the spring and summer of 1919, had unintentionally 
nurtured. As a result, on 9 September, Amir Faysal and his retinue partici- 
pated in a demonstration held, according to a report in al-‘Asima, “to glorify 
the Arab army .. . by insisting on the right to unity and independence.” 


24. Cited in Russell, First Modern Arab State, 91-92. 

25. al-‘Asima, 11 September 1919, 4-6. This demonstration was actually the 
second demonstration held in as many weeks to champion an expansion of military 
recruitment and, implicitly, a more forceful foreign policy. According to a sketchy 
French report, in the first demonstration, led by Amir Zayd and Yusuf Istifan (one 
of the principal speakers at the 9 September demonstration), a detachment of troops 
from the regular Arab army along with three to four hundred volunteer fighters 
marched to Faysal’s residence. I have not been able to obtain any further infor- 
mation about this demonstration. AD 2430/dossier confidentiel—départ /257, Tele- 
gram to HC, 4 September 1919. 
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Several pieces of evidence indicate that government officials, including 
the amir and the military governor, viewed participation in the demon- 
stration as a means to co-opt and assuage adverse public opinion. For ex- 
ample, rather than ignoring or striving to suppress the agitation for armed 
defense (the British would soon attempt suppression by removing al- 
Hashimi to Palestine after he called for the enlistment of twelve thousand 
volunteers), government representatives, including many whose subse- 
quent actions indicate that they still maintained confidence in the entente 
powers and the Paris negotiations, adopted the call for defense as their own. 
In an interview published in al-Kawkab, for example, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi 
thus differentiated between defense as advocated by “the intellectuals, men 
of leadership, and the righteous”— defense “by all effective, rational means 
compatible with the preservation of order and tranquility”—and defense 
as advocated by “demagogues.” “He is prepared to exert every effort, both 
materially and spiritually, for the purpose of true national defense, to join 
his trustworthy, patriotic brothers in serving the nation, and to establish a 
reasonable organized defense,” the article reported. It then warned of the 
consequences of adopting the alternative approach to defense: “The beloved 
fatherland will be held back if the fangs of discord and selfish and personal 
interest toy with it.” 2° Moreover, although the presence of high govern- 
ment officials, including Amir Faysal and his immediate cohort, lent official 
sanction to the demonstration, a close examination of the symbolism em- 
bedded in the demonstration, its morphology, the activities of the demon- 
strators, and the content of the speeches delivered by the designated orators 
reveals a government prepared to concede symbolic ground to its opponents. 

The program of the demonstration was complex, consisting of several 
successive sequences. As described in al-‘Asima,?’ the demonstration began 
when representatives of political parties, guilds, and “youths of nationalist 
organizations . . . of every quarter,” organized by the Arab Club, converged 
on the club’s headquarters to call for military service (“tajnid fi sabil al- 
watan”). At the clubhouse, they were joined by another procession that, as 
the ensuing speeches pointed out, was the true focal point of the demon- 
stration. Led by a cavalry unit drawn from the regular Arab army, this 
group of marchers included “young men and the sons of notables” from 


26. al-Kawkab, 6 January 1920, 5. 
27. The following description of the demonstration, along with transcriptions 
of speeches delivered during its staging, can be found in al Aatina, 11 September 


1919, 4-6. 
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Shaghur, the Maydan, Qaymariyya, ‘Amara, and other quarters who had 
registered in a battalion sponsored by the Arab Club and who now marched 
behind the club’s banner. Immediately behind them, a phalanx of newly en- 
listed youths from the Qanawat quarter of the city followed a litter-bearing 
camel “which served as a symbol for the glory of the nation, which the sons 
of the nation would have to protect to their last soul.” 

From the Arab Club, the entire assemblage marched a short distance to 
a location where Amir Faysal, his brother, and their retainers awaited them 
and where an exchange of speeches between the marchers and the sharifians 
took place. Three speakers, all chosen by the Arab Club, spoke for the 
marchers: Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar, president of the club; Mu- 
hammad Shuraygi, who, as the Arab Club poet, often recited his own verses 
on ceremonial occasions;2® and a former Maronite priest, Yusuf Istifan, 
who, in the months following this demonstration, would put his fervent 
anti-French rhetoric at the service of the popular committees.2? After 
Faysal replied to the three, the crowd adjourned to Martyrs’ Square for an- 
other ceremony, this time without the amir. Istifan once again addressed 
the crowd, but now from the Municipal Building balcony overlooking the 
square that government officials customarily used for their ceremonial ad- 
dresses. Istifan invoked the image of the martyrs, who, he proclaimed, 
“look to the youth from their particles of dust to complete the task they had 
begun.” After Istifan’s speech, the crowd returned to the Arab Club build- 
ing and disbanded. 

At first glance, this demonstration appears similar to other ceremonies 
and demonstrations planned by the Arab government or its allies before 


28. For information on Shuraygqi, see AD 2430/dossier confidentiel—départ / 
634, Cousse to HC, 24 October 1919; al-‘Asima, 12 July 1920, 1; FO 317/s5040/ 
E13211/ 1171, Report by GL Easton, 18 October 1920; Darwaza, Hawla al-haraka 
al-‘arabiyya al-haditha, 1:27; Darwaza, Mudhakkarat, 2:99, 112, 143-144; Mar- 
dam Bek, Dimashq wal-Quds fi al-‘ishrinat, 29, 47-48; Joarder, Syria Under the 
French Mandate, 209-211. 

29. For Yusuf Istifan, see AD 2368/10/2, “Rapport alieut. Wiet,” 2 January 1919; 
AD 2437/dossier: propagande arabe /43, “Rapport sur les journaux du 26 et 27 mai,” 
28 May 1919; AD 2430/dossier confidentiel—départ/216, 21 July 1919; AD 
2430/dossier confidentiel—départ/257, Telegram to HC, 4 September 1919; AD 
2430/dossier confidentiel—départ /260, Telegram to HC, 18 September 1919; MD 
4H112/2B/44, “Renseignements du 8 au 15 mai, 1920 (Ca et la dans Alep)”; MD 
4H112/2B, Untitled notebook by French agent; FO 371/5036/E6983/24-27/748, 
Shahbandar to Easton, 1 June 1920; al-Kinana, 15 July 1920, 3; MD 4H114/5/no 
no., Cousse to Gouraud, 20 July 1920; Angelil, “L’occupation d’Homs,” 180-191; 
FO 371/s040/E13211/212-218/1171, G. L. Easton to Curzon, 18 October 1920. 
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and subsequently: a parade before the amir, the exchange of speeches, the in- 
vocation of the martyrs, didactic exhibits, and a list of speakers (“an ‘alim,” 
“a priest,” and “an educated youth,” in the words of al-‘Asima) carefully 
chosen as representatives of exemplary categories befitting a government- 
sanctioned “model for” society. Even Faysal’s speech to the demonstrators 
differed little from others he had delivered and would continue to deliver: 
having introduced himself as “the person to whom you have entrusted 
your interests and handed over your political leadership,” he defended the 
integrity of the entente powers, assured his audience that those powers 
would not renege on their wartime promises, and declared that, contrary to 
newspaper accounts, he had not done nor would he do anything to jeopar- 
dize Syrian unity and independence. 

In spite of these similarities, however, this demonstration differed from 
previously described ceremonies in significant ways. During other ceremo- 
nial occasions, for example, it had become common practice for a crowd to 
pay symbolic obeisance to Faysal by gathering below the balcony of his res- 
idence or government building; on this occasion, not only did the amir ride 
out from his residence to wait for the crowd at a location midway between 
his residence and the Arab Club building, but the crowd then withdrew 
from the amir to hold its own ceremony to which the amir was not invited. 
This ceremony took place below the very balcony associated with official 
pronouncements. Furthermore, as can be determined through the speeches 
delivered by the crowd's representatives, the encounter with the amir was 
not petitionary; rather than representing the focal point of power—the 
dispenser of beneficence and intercessor with the outside world—the amir 
assumed the role of an icon of national unity who bore witness to the ac- 
tivities of the nation. In the words of Yusuf Istifan, “We have come to this 
place in order to renew in front of you and under this Arab banner a 
covenant made between us [the volunteers] and the nation.” If the news- 
paper transcription is accurate, Istifan repeated the formula “a covenant 
made between us and the nation” twice in his speech. 

This demonstration might also be distinguished from those described 
earlier by the role assigned to its participants. Unlike other demonstrations 
and ceremonies with which the Arab government and its allies were asso- 
ciated— demonstrations in which the crowd, barred from direct participa- 
tion in the focal ceremonial sequence, assumed the passive role of backdrop 
or, at best, audience—this one had participants assume a central, perfor- 
mative role. But not only were the participants the principal celebrants, 
they were also the object of the celebration. “We have become at this hour 
soldiers ... ,” proclaimed ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Muzaffar. “The youth of this 
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nation meet now because they feel that our freedom and independence will 
necessarily continue because we are soldiers.” 

Two aspects of this demonstration foreshadowed the demonstrations 
sponsored by the popular committees. First, as the initial speech of Istifan, 
the encounter between the demonstrators and Faysal, and the subsequent 
ceremony held in Martyrs’ Square all make clear, the demonstration sym- 
bolically separated the “nation” from the ruling institution and privileged 
the former over the latter. Because the popular committees claimed to em- 
body the nation and represent its will, and because the demonstrations they 
sponsored thus symbolized the nation assembled, this separation and priv- 
ileging was a consistent theme in their demonstrations as well. 

Second, the demonstration held on 9 September not only presented the 
crowd as instrumental but confirmed both its instrumentality and auton- 
omy by engaging it in activity that was entirely self-referential. The use of 
the participants as the motive force to advance the central drama of the 
demonstration would come to characterize all demonstrations sponsored 
by the popular committees. Furthermore, as the authority of the Arab gov- 
ernment weakened further during the spring and early summer of 1920, 
and as the government increasingly ceded control of the streets of urban 
Syria to the popular committees, the committees attenuated or even elim- 
inated from the demonstrations they sponsored ceremonial sequences that 
dramatized dissent from the policies of the Arab government and/or the 
entente powers. By deleting all referents extraneous to the demonstrators 
themselves, the popular committees were in effect sponsoring demonstra- 
tions that had no purpose other than to represent in microcosm a nation 
that was self-directed and self-contained. In these demonstrations, the cele- 
bration of the nation and its autonomy did not merely accompany other 
symbolic messages, it superseded them. 

The first and most common large-scale demonstrations organized by the 
popular committees were petition demonstrations. In most cases, these 
demonstrations might be differentiated from those organized by the Arab 
government on the basis of their central dramatic sequence, during which 
the crowd submitted petitions to representatives of the Arab government. 
These petitions were either to be acted on by the government itself or to be 
passed on to the entente powers. This shift in the identity of the petition 
recipient had important symbolic connotations: by means of the presenta- 
tion of a list of demands to the Arab government in the name of the nation, 
demonstrators, under the leadership of the popular committees, not only 
reenacted the confrontation between the nation and the government but 
symbolically reestablished the proper equilibrium between the two adver- 
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saries. Asa result, even those demonstrations that included the submission 
of petitions beginning with professions of devotion to an iconocized amir— 
like the demonstration of 17 January 1920, described below—were con- 
frontational rather than supplicatory. 

In the aftermath of the kidnapping of al-Hashimi, for example, the newly 
formed Higher National Committee staged a petition demonstration in 
Damascus to protest the abduction. During the demonstration, Kamil al- 
Qassab and As‘ad Daghir, representing the committee, submitted a petition 
to Amir Zayd to be forwarded to the entente powers in the name of the na- 
tion. The warning contained in the petition was clearly not addressed to the 
entente powers alone: “The nation considers General al-Hashimi to be one 
of the foremost representatives of the national movement, which was one 
of the most important factors in the victory of the allies in the east,” the 
petition declared about the man who, although an early member of al- 
Fatat, had chosen to remain in the Ottoman army rather than join the 
sharifians. “The nation will not be responsible for the consequences that 
might result from [the arrest of] the general, nor from any other act con- 
trary to its aspirations and sacred rights.” *° Thus, like the petition cited in 
Chapter 3 entitled “The Nation Dictates Its Wishes to the Syrian Con- 
gress”—a petition that derived its emotive power from the reiteration of 
the confrontational motif “the nation wants” before each of many demands 
directed at the congress—the tone of this petition was neither deferential 
nor suppliant. 

Perhaps the largest demonstration held in Damascus during the Faysali 
period, estimated by British authorities to have exceeded one hundred thou- 
sand participants, was the petition demonstration staged by the commit- 


30. AD 2332/dossier a/sous-dossier Loutfallah/1, Kamil al-Qassab and As‘ad 
Daghir to Amir Zayd, n.d. (in Arabic and French). In cities outside Damascus, 
demonstrators addressed their petitions to local representatives of the Arab gov- 
ernment, whom they charged with sending their list of demands to the capital. See, 
for example, MD 4H112/2bB/215, “Manifestation de protestation contre les actes 
du gouvernement du littoral,” 14 April 1920. In his memoirs, Muhammad ‘Ali al- 
‘Ajluni, the head of the royal guard and rival of al-Hashimi, offers a more derisive 
perspective with respect to the demonstrations organized to protest the arrest of al- 
Hashimi. During one demonstration, which he attributes to the Arab Club, stu- 
dents from the professional schools, and so on, he writes that he was on the balcony 
of the amir’s residence when the raucous crowd gathered below. When someone 
leaned down from the balcony and shouted at the crowd, “Why do you want 
al-Hashimi?” the crowd responded, “We want to punish him and cut him up.” 
al-‘Ajlini, Dhikrayat ‘an al-thawra al-‘arabiyya al-kubra, 85. 
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tees of national defense on 17 January 1920.>! The day before the demon- 
stration, Amir Faysal, having initialed a tentative agreement with French 
premier and acting foreign minister Georges Clemenceau, arrived home in 
Damascus for the second time in eight months. While neither the French 
nor the Arab governments had, by the time the amir arrived in Damascus, 
published the text of the Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement, rumors of its con- 
tents circulated widely in Damascus.?2 The demonstration (the subject of 
the two newspaper articles cited at the beginning of Chapter 3) began with 
a march from the Hamidiyya Barracks to the seat of the Arab government. 
When Faysal emerged from the building to meet with the demonstrators 
on the street, they presented him with “their national demands” framed in 
the form of a declaration calling for the complete independence of Syria 
within its natural boundaries and for the recruitment “of a national army 
that will defend its independence and will maintain the security of the in- 
terior and exterior of the country.” 

By the spring of 1920, the popular committees, often acting in coalitions 
that reflected local conditions, mounted a series of petition demonstrations 
throughout the eastern zone that underscored the autonomy and primacy 
of the nation even more bluntly. Instead of petitioning the government to 
intercede with the entente powers on behalf of the nation, these protests ig- 
nored the Arab government entirely and petitioned the entente powers 
directly. The Higher National Committee in Damascus, along with local 
affiliates in Aleppo, Homs, and Hama, organized several demonstrations of 
this type throughout the spring and early summer of 1920 to protest issues 
that were of particular concern to their constituents, including Zionist im- 
migration to Palestine, French actions in Lebanon (the issuance of the new 


31. FO 371/5144/E360, “Letter of Proceedings #59,” Egypt and Red Sea Com- 
mand, 30 January 1920. For a similar estimate, see al-Kawkab, 27 January 1920, 5. 
The French liaison officer also described the demonstrators as “extremely numer- 
ous.” MD 4H114/2/37, Cousse to Gouraud, 17 January 1920. The same report 
attributes the demonstration to a coalition of “extremist” groups, including the 
Higher National Committee, the Committee of National Defense, and the Arab 
Club. A leaflet that was used to advertise the demonstration (contained in AD 
2372/dossier: propagande anti-frangaise) was signed “Congress [mu’tamar] of the 
Committees of Defense.” 

32. For rumors circulating in Damascus, see al-Difa‘, 17 January 1920, 1; FO 
371/5144/E360, “Letter of Proceedings #59,” Egypt and Red Sea Command, 
30 January 1920. 

33. AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-francaise, 17 January 1920; AD 2375/ 
chemise: division de Syrie/392/2, Arlabosse to GCDS, 17 January 1920; al-Kawkab, 
27 January 1920, 5. 
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Syrian currency, restrictions on Friday khufab), and the San Remo Agree- 
ment dividing Syria into separate mandated territories.*4 

While the popular committees continued to organize demonstrations 
that alluded to the autonomy and primacy of the nation while protesting 
entente actions or Arab government irresolution, they also organized dem- 
onstrations solely to celebrate that autonomy and primacy. These demon- 
strations were a radical departure from petition demonstrations because, by 
eliminating ceremonial sequences that adverted to external events or au- 
thorities, they were comprehensive in themselves. Furthermore, unlike the 
demonstrations discussed above, many of these demonstrations were fre- 
quently festive, small-scale, ostensibly leaderless, and/or haphazardly orga- 
nized. On some occasions, armed demonstrators chanting slogans or singing 
songs marched through residential quarters. On others, the demonstra- 
tions culminated with speeches lauding the Syrian nation or with the ad- 
ministration of an actual or symbolic oath of allegiance that pledged the 
participants to defend the fatherland or reformulated the social contract 
that united Syrians with each other or the nation with the state.*5 Kamil al- 
Qassab conducted one such swearing-in ceremony on the eve of the French 
invasion. According to a report in al-Kinana, the ceremonies began at the 
Arab Club headquarters with a meeting that included more than three 
hundred participants. From there, the entire convocation, singing “patri- 
otic songs,” paraded to a meeting of the Democratic Party that was being 
held in the quarter of Ma’dhanat al-Shahm. After delivering a speech in 
which he recalled all that the Higher National Committee had been able to 
accomplish “in spite of the depravity of the corrupt and the wiles of the 
haughty,” al-Qassab called on his audience to “renew their covenant.” He 


34. See, for example, IO L/PS/10/802/P4953, “Renseignements: semaine du 
18 au 24 mai 1920”; AD 2346, “Extraits des renseignements du 19 mai 1920.” 

35. See, for example, AD 2344/327, Cousse to Picot, 10 November 1919; MAE 
L:SL/vol. 121/1-2, “Rapport de renseignements hebdomadaires,” 10-17 No- 
vember 1919; FO 371/4185/152060/1.707S, GHQ (Egypt) to DMI, 11 November 
1919; FO 371/4238/160100/8-11, “Situation in Egypt, Syria, and Arabia,” 
14 November 1919; AD 2344/c1/149-150-151, 17 November 1919; FO 371/4185/ 
158008/408-—409, “Summaries of Telegrams,” 29 November 1919; USNA 59/ 
867.00/1035/1682, US Consul (Aleppo) to Sec. of State, 1 December 1919; al- 
Kawkab, 2 December 1919, 6—7; FO 371/4186/165787/1.1224, GHQ (Egypt) to 
DMI, 23 December 1919; FO 371/4186/174490/FO 10 (CPO331/6), Meinertz- 
hagen to GHQ, 13 January 1920; MD 4H114/5/700, Cousse to Gouraud, 16 July 
1920; MD 4H60/1, “Bulletin quotidien 1264,” 20 July 1920; MD 4H60/1, “Bulletin 
quotidien 1266,” 21 July 1920. 
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then administered an oath to an estimated fifteen hundred recruits to the 
party.*6 

The thematic content of both the celebratory and the petition demon- 
strations organized by the popular committees was further reinforced 
through their internal structure. Unlike the demonstrations staged by their 
adversaries—demonstrations that presented an idealized and unfamiliar 
“model for” society to the targeted population that constituted its domes- 
tic audience—the demonstrations organized by the popular committees 
were designed in a manner that confirmed a “model of” society as experi- 
enced by a participative population cast in the role of performers. The fun- 
damental building block of these demonstrations was the local popular 
committee, and most individuals who participated in them did so under the 
auspices of the local committees with which they were affiliated. Because, 
as described in Chapter 2, these local committees had assumed responsibil- 
ity for a variety of day-to-day functions usually associated with gover- 
nance—the policing and provisioning of urban quarters, the organization 
of locally based militias, and so on—and because these committees were 
linked in a pyramidal structure that included quarter-based committees, 
regional defense committees, and a national committee, the demonstra- 
tions did, in effect, recreate a “model of” society while articulating pro- 
grams of action that were functional in intent and national in scope.>” 

In more elaborately structured demonstrations, the popular committees 
allowed groups other than the committees to maintain their individual or 
corporate identities in the line of march. However, because these groups 
were placed behind a vanguard representing the popular committees, and 
because their positions in the demonstration were seemingly haphazard 
and nonhierarchical, individuals and groups not affiliated with the com- 
mittees were symbolically subsumed in the committees, and therefore in 
the Syrian nation. For example, committees of national defense arranged 
the line of march for the demonstration held on 17 January in the follow- 
ing manner: Leading the march, as if to consecrate the undertaking, were 
widows and daughters of the martyrs and ulama and other religious lead- 
ers, representing the spiritual unity of the nation. Marching immediately 
behind them were members of the popular committees and representatives 
of the Higher National Committee. Finally, there followed, in no apparent 


36. al-Kindna, 15 July 1920, 3. 
37. For a similar analysis, see Mary Ryan, “The American Parade: Repre- 
sentation of the Nineteenth-Century Social Order,” 137-138. 
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order, notables and members of the municipal council, government func- 
tionaries, military pensioners, doctors, pharmacists, members of the press, 
representatives of political parties, students of the professional and prepara- 
tory schools, merchants, artisans, and finally the heads of the guilds and 
quarters.>® 

Demonstrations of the type sponsored by the popular committees gen- 
erated enthusiasm during those periods when participation in government- 
sponsored demonstrations waned. On 9 November 1919, for example, a 
demonstration that ended with participants marching to Faysal’s residence 
while shouting, “To war, to war,” attracted a crowd estimated at between 
fifteen and twenty thousand. The next day, only a fraction of that number 
participated in a demonstration that culminated in the presentation of a pe- 
tition by the president of the municipality of Damascus to foreign con- 
suls.*9 French observers noted a similar phenomenon when demonstrations 
organized by the Arab government and the popular committees competed 
on 16 and 17 January 1920 in the wake of Amir Faysal’s return to Damascus 
from Europe. Such occurrences cannot be attributed simply to the ability 
of the popular committees to mobilize resources more effectively than the 
Arab government, or to their ability to exert social pressure on residents 
of those quarters in which they were active; these capabilities were, after 
all, derived from the prestige already enjoyed by the popular committees. 
Furthermore, while the Arab government's capacity for coercion and sua- 
sion did decline as a result of ongoing financial difficulties, it never entirely 
disappeared. Indeed, the government-sponsored demonstration held on 
16 January reportedly consisted entirely of police, gendarmerie, the Arab 
army, schoolchildren, and the heads of the guilds. Overall, then, demon- 
strations organized by the popular committees were successful because they 
reenacted in ceremony and symbolized in form a construction of society 
that reflected more accurately than did demonstrations mounted by the 
Arab government the social ordering envisaged by the participants. 

This conclusion is borne out by As‘ad Daghir, who, in his memoirs, 
compared the activities and deportment of participants in demonstrations 


38. The order of march for the demonstration on 17 January 1920 can be found 
in a leaflet contained in AD 2372/dossier: propagande anti-frangaise, 17 January 
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sponsored by the Arab government and those in demonstrations sponsored 
by the popular committees. According to Daghir, during the demonstra- 
tion mounted by the Arab government in the wake of the first nationwide 
petition campaign, demonstrators who had been herded into the capital from 
villages surrounding Damascus acted as if they were on an outing—shout- 
ing, firing guns in the air, and so on. During later demonstrations orga- 
nized by the popular committees and observed by Daghir, participants ap- 
peared more disciplined and focused on national issues. In addition, Daghir 
noted that during the latter demonstrations, the competition normally 
found among youths from various quarters was replaced by a spirit of “co- 
operation against the foreigners,” and that parade organizers did not need 
to rely on vertical networks of patronage for mobilization.*! 

Overall, Daghir found in the demonstrations sponsored by the popular 
committees evidence that the horizontal, associational, and national ties 
linking the participants with one another superseded ties that were verti- 
cal, “primordial” (i.e., kinship- or communally-based), and purely localist. 
While it is difficult to take all of Daghir’s recollections at face value—the 
manner in which he compresses the time separating the two demonstra- 
tions in his account, for example, calls into question his ability to recall the 
details of events that occurred over three decades before the publication of 
his memoirs—the plausibility of his conclusion that these demonstrations 
evince an underlying shift in political and social relationships among 
Syrians is further supported by the work of Charles Tilly. 

Tilly's argument might be summarized in the following manner: In all 
societies there exist a limited number of options available for the expres- 
sion of dissent. Two factors determine the variety and scope of activities 
that constitute these “repertoires of contentious collective action”: the ex- 
tent to which capitalist relations have permeated society (and have thereby 
affected the organization not only of economic relations, but of social rela- 
tions as well) and the strength and diffusion of modern institutions of 
governance (which generate similar effects).42 Because these same factors 
simultaneously determine the organization of relations of power, and be- 


41. Daghir, Mudhakkarati, 105, 107. 

42. Charles Tilly, The Contentious French, 10; Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly, Rebellious 
Century, 253~254. It is important to note that, according to the Tillys, different 
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cause the “forms, frequencies, and personnel of collective action depend in- 
timately on the existing structure of government and politics,” * not only 
do contentious collective actions embody and display underlying but other- 
wise hidden political and social relationships, but shifts in the nature of col- 
lective actions parallel and reveal shifts in those relationships. 

The repertoire of contentious collective action in societies where capi- 
talism is not the only or the predominant mode of production, where cen- 
tralized market relations are balanced by or subsumed in other relations, 
and where state structures are either weak or distant includes, according to 
Tilly, local, often communally based and/or vertically organized competi- 
tive collective actions such as feuds and intervillage rivalries. As capitalist 
relations and state intrusiveness expand, popular resistance increasingly 
erupts in the form of short-lived reactive collective actions, such as land oc- 
cupations and tax revolts. While often larger in scale than competitive col- 
lective actions, these outbursts are fundamentally defensive and socially 
conservative. Finally, the organizational revolution associated with the vic- 
tory of “the merchants and statemakers”—a revolution that, ironically, 
fosters the expansion of associational life and, in some cases, the emergence 
of mass parties-cum-movements—renders possible contentious collective 
actions that are national in scope and autonomous and complex in structure. 
These actions are proactive; their purpose is not merely to display popular 
displeasure or defy legal authority but to enable participants seeking to 
control institutions of state to articulate demands for “rights, privileges, or 
resources not previously enjoyed.” “ 

In post-Ottoman Syria, each local popular committee, each committee- 
organized neighborhood simultaneously mirrored and offered a microcos- 
mic model for the organization of a horizontally bound national commu- 
nity. As a result, dissentient demonstrations that provided an alternative 
“model of” political community became an option in the “repertoire of 
contentious collective action” of the Syrian populace. It is ironic, then, that 
while the Arab government matched a modernizing discourse with advo- 
cacy and representation of a “traditional” political sociability that was com- 
munally bound and vertically linked, the popular committees utilized a 
“traditionalizing discourse” to defend a political sociability that was rela- 
tively new to Syria. 
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CEREMONIES AND THE TRANSFORMATION 
OF SYRIAN POLITICS 


In his The Nationalization of the Masses, George L. Mosse defines the “new 
politics” that emerged in eighteenth-century Europe as a political style that 
naturally attended the development of the notion of popular sovereignty 
and the equation of “the nation” with the “general will.” “The general will 
became a secular religion, the people worshipping themselves, and the new 
politics sought to guide and formalize this worship,” Mosse contends. “The 
new politics attempted to draw the people into active participation in the 
national mystique through rites and festivals, myths and symbols which 
gave a concrete expression to the general will.” + In addition to long-term 
shifts in economic and administrative practices that contributed to the 
transformation of Syrian politics by altering the face of cities, expanding 
general mobility, breaking down neighborhood cohesion and previously 
existing modes of social organization, enlarging the role and capabilities of 
the state, and so on, activities undertaken by the Arab government, its al- 
lies, and its rivals during the Faysali period expedited the appearance of the 
new politics in Syria. 

The Arab government and its allies were the first to use the techniques 
of mass organizing during the post-Ottoman period in their attempts to 
demonstrate to the entente powers that their program had the support of 
the majority of the inhabitants of the eastern zone. They decreed national 
holidays designed to commemorate those events that would affirm a suit- 
able national narrative. They deployed makhatir and gendarmes through- 
out urban quarters and villages proximate to large cities to gather the crowds 
for these and other ceremonies, to solicit signatures on petitions, and to 
compel shopkeepers and homeowners to display banners and/or political 
slogans in their windows. Chary of relying on established structures for ei- 
ther governance or mobilization, they constructed or reconstructed schools, 
guilds, and a state apparatus and then herded schoolchildren, guild mem- 
bers, and government functionaries to demonstrations. Overall, in con- 
junction with other government activities—the dissemination of national 
symbols, conscription, the reorganization of municipal structures, educa- 
tional reform, and so on—the mobilization for ceremonies enabled the 
Arab government to expand into areas that had previously been relatively 
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free of state supervision and control, further shattering the parochialism of 
quarter-based politics and paving the way for the popular committees. 

But even though the Arab government and its allies initiated the use of 
ceremonies during the Faysali period, their worldview and their tactical ap- 
proach to achieving independence precluded their undertaking more than 
a partial and highly circumscribed mobilization of the population. No such 
constraints restricted the mobilizing activities of the popular committees. 
In the autumn of 1919, with the apparent failure of the Arab government 
to prevent the division of Syria and the imposition of British and French 
mandates in the Levant, the popular committees, taking advantage of the 
previous mobilizing activities of the Arab government, sparked an organi- 
zational revolution by institutionalizing the horizontal, associational, and 
national relationships of power germane to the lives of many urban Syrians. 
These are the relationships that the committees displayed and celebrated in 
their demonstrations. Thus, like the German festivals described by Mosse— 
festivals that, as Mosse describes them, represented the “objectification of 
the general will”—the demonstrations staged by the popular committees 
both symptomatized and galvanized the appearance of the “new politics” 
in Syria. 


Conclusions 


This book began with a description of the physical attacks on the institu- 
tions and symbols of the Arab government that occurred in Damascus, 
Aleppo, Homs, and Hama on the eve of the July 1920 French invasion of 
inland Syria. As argued in the Introduction, the specificity of the targets, 
the slogans shouted, and the prior and subsequent activities of the crowd 
preclude either disregarding these incidents altogether or dismissing them 
as the anarchic activities of an undifferentiated “mob.” The attempt to in- 
tegrate these incidents into a comprehensive narrative of nationalism in the 
Arab Middle East raised questions about historiographic conventions; after 
all, if the so-called “Arab nationalist movement” was as homogeneous as 
has been presented in most canonical writings on its origins and early evo- 
lution, why would such attacks have taken place? The answer, as should by 
now be obvious, is that the presumption that there existed a singular and 
undifferentiated “Arab nationalism” and “Arab nationalist movement” is 
not borne out by the evidence. In contrast with those historians who would 
essentialize Arab nationalism or hold the other nationalisms that arose 
among the inhabitants of the region to be somehow incomplete or an “un- 
natural truncation of a ‘true’ Arab” nationalism, I have attempted to iden- 
tify both the reasons why alternative constructions of nation and national- 
ism originated in Syria during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and the characteristics of those constructions as they took shape 
in the immediate aftermath of World War I. 

Part I of this book compared the prewar and wartime nationalist forma- 
tions with the popular committees that emerged during the second year 
of the Faysali period. Neither al-Fatat nor the Arab Club of Damascus was 
structurally or ideologically prepared to lead or channel the emergent pop- 
ular politics that represented the interests of an increasingly disquieted and 
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politicized Syrian population. Not only was al-Fatat crippled by internal 
cleavages and organizational deficiencies, but as the capacity of the Arab 
government to dominate the politics of Syria deteriorated in the wake of 
decisions made in Paris, the behind-the-scenes manipulation of government 
policy and personnel choices that preoccupied the organization, even if 
they could be effected, became increasingly irrelevant to the Syrian fu- 
ture. Similar problems undercut the efficacy of the Arab Club of Damas- 
cus, although that organization's mobilizing activities on behalf of the 
Arab government—an essential part of the Arab Club’s raison d’étre— 
certainly facilitated and informed activities later undertaken by the popu- 
lar committees. 

In contrast to al-Fatat and the Arab Club, the popular committees were 
not only organizationally and functionally independent of the Arab gov- 
ernment, but their structure reflected and reified both the changing nature 
of urban political authority in Syria and an alternative but previously in- 
choate consciousness of “national” community. In Damascus and other 
cities, representatives to the Higher National Committee and the leader- 
ship of its branch committees were chosen through elections that enfran- 
chised all adult males. The committees thus sanctioned the empowerment 
of a new type of nationalist leadership and integrated into nationalist poli- 
tics large numbers of Syrians who had heretofore been excluded from all 
but the most perfunctory participation in organized political activity. In the 
process, the popular committees substantiated the representative principle 
and eliminated the differentiation between ruler and ruled that marked the 
structure and, as described in Part III, the representational activities of the 
Arab Club and the Arab government. Even in those neighborhoods and vil- 
lages in which the organization of local branches of the popular committees 
seemingly replicated previously existing social arrangements, the commit- 
tees transformed those relationships by integrating networks of kinship or 
clientage within a national political machine that assumed the functions of 
governance and privileged the electoral process. The emergence of the pop- 
ular committees thus heralded a transformation in relationships of power 
upon which mass politics— George L. Mosse’s “new politics” —depended. 

The popular committees did not attract support just through their struc- 
ture, however; rather, as discussed in Part II, the committees, like the Arab 
government and the Arab Club, acted as the institutional core of a distinct 
community of discourse. They assured the autonomy and perpetuation of 
this community by providing a forum and support for propagandists, by 
assembling like-minded activists into a tangible and mutually reinforcing 
community, and by transforming the ideas of this cohort into concrete ac- 
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tions and institutions. Conversely, the discursive field synthesized and dis- 
seminated by propagandists and activists linked to the popular committees 
legitimated the committees and their activities by validating the vision of 
national community and social organization that the committees offered. 

The discursive field with which the popular committees were associated 
contrasted sharply with the field of the self-styled mutanawwirtin. While 
the mutanawwiriin sought to propagate among the population of Syria 
their own vision of society and the Syrian future that was both hortatory 
and comprehensive, it was a vision sustained by images of universal prog- 
ress, liberal values, the benefits of “civilization,” and so on. It was, in other 
words, a vision that conceded little to the world inhabited by a majority of 
Syrians. On the other hand, those affiliated with or sympathetic to the pop- 
ular committees employed a traditionalizing discourse to convey an image 
of an organic and interdependent Syrian community imperiled by foreign 
imperialists and conspiracies of “those who would sell their nation like a 
commodity.” The prestige accorded those who were affiliated with the com- 
mittees, the widespread participation in committee-sponsored activities 
such as meetings, elections, demonstrations, and militia activities during 
periods of political crisis (the onset of the Evacuation Crisis, the initialing 
of the Faysal-Clemenceau Agreement, the declaration of Syrian indepen- 
dence, the final days before the French invasion), and the preeminent posi- 
tion of tropes introduced or popularized by the committees in popular na- 
tionalist discourse all testify to the ability of the committees to articulate a 
nationalism that simultaneously corresponded to and reconfigured the be- 
liefs held by many Syrians. 

Part III, an examination of ceremonies, brought together themes intro- 
duced in the previous two parts. The Arab government and its allies staged 
celebrations of public holidays, theatrical productions, and demonstrations 
for both inwardly and outwardly directed purposes. On the one hand, the 
government and its mutanawwiriin supporters used public and semipublic 
spaces to inculcate “patriotic values” among the population, to display sym- 
bolically what they deemed to be the proper ordering of society, and to dis- 
seminate a specific rendition of the national narrative that would vindicate 
their right to rule. On the other hand, they mounted ceremonies for the 
benefit of outside observers to exhibit a nation that was “civilized” (i.e., 
prepared for independence according to the standards set by the League of 
Nations and Wilsonian principles) and programmatically united. To ensure 
that these ceremonies remained orderly and their meaning transparent, the 
Arab government and its allies effectively barred most Syrians from active 
participation and cast them as spectators or backdrop to a drama with which 


290 / Conclusions 


they were only tangentially connected. As a result, these ceremonies reen- 
acted in dramatic form the divide that separated the nationalist elites from 
the remainder of the population—a divide that, regardless of the activities 
of the entente powers, foreordained the failure of the nationalist project en- 
visioned by the sharifians and the mutanawwirin. 

While many of the demonstrations mounted by the popular commit- 
tees ostensibly resembled those staged by the Arab government and its 
allies, others eliminated dramatic sequences associated with petitioning 
or protest. These demonstrations not only portrayed a structuring of soci- 
ety and national narrative that contrasted sharply with those presented in 
government-sponsored demonstrations, they were in large measure self- 
referential. By eliminating outwardly directed ritual sequences and by 
breaking down the distinction between audience and participant, these dem- 
onstrations symbolically recreated the nation in microcosm and confirmed 
an underlying transformation of social relations in urban Syria that ren- 
dered sustained and proactive contentious collective action possible. 

Despite the swells of enthusiasm that the popular committees had gen- 
erated during the second year of the Faysali period, however, neither the 
Higher National Committee nor the urban infrastructure for the commit- 
tees of national defense lasted much beyond the French invasion of inland 
Syria. The repression of the popular committees in the cities, begun even 
before French troops crossed the border separating the western and eastern 
zones, was rapid and thorough. On 12 July 1920, the interior ministry of 
the Arab government announced that it was closing the offices of the Higher 
National Committee because the organization had been founded “without 
complying with the law.” The government ordered the organization's pa- 
pers impounded and threatened additional legal sanctions against it.1 With 
the possibility of further and even harsher government repression loom- 
ing, particularly after the imposition of the martial law regime the next 
day, many of the committee leaders in Damascus fled the capital. Among 
them was Kamil al-Qassab, who reportedly escaped to Qunaytra where he 
took refuge with Mahmud Fa‘ur.? With the advance of General Gouraud’s 
army, others fled to Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, or the eastern parts of Syria. 


1. al-‘Asima, 12 July 1920, 2. According to the same source, the Arab govern- 
ment took similar actions against the Arab Club because, although it had been 
founded “for scientific and literary purposes . . . it delved into political matters con- 
trary to its founding principles.” 

2. Général C. J. E. Andréa, Thawrat al-Durtiz wa tamarrud Dimashg, 32. Al- 
Qassab soon thereafter left Qunaytra for Haifa. 
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French military forces entered Aleppo on 23 July 1920, and Damascus 
two days later. The occupation authorities expanded the repression of the 
committees that had begun under the Arab government. In early August, 
a court-martial sentenced a cross section of the nationalist leadership to 
death in absentia. Among those condemned were leading activists from the 
Higher National Committee and the committees of national defense: Kamil 
al-Qassab, ‘Ali Khalqi (who had been in the Hijaz with al-Qassab during 
the war and who led a band of five hundred Mutawalli and bedouin ‘isabat 
in the Marj‘ayun area during the Faysali period>), Anmad Muraywid, Mah- 
mud Fa‘ur, Shukri al-Tabba‘, Rashid al-Tali‘a, ‘Umar Bahlawan (a mer- 
chant and member of the Higher National Committee of Damascus‘), ‘Abd 
al-Qadir al-Sukkar, Tawfiq Yaziji (editor of the newspaper al-Difa‘, which 
supported the activities of the popular committees), ‘“Uthman Qasim (who 
allegedly led the attack on the citadel of Damascus discussed in the Intro- 
duction®), Yasin Diab, ‘Id al-Halabi, Nabih al-‘Azma, Sami al-Sarraj, Subhi 
Barakat, and Munib al-Natur. Twenty-three of the combatants who had 
taken part in the events of Jabal ‘Amil and Tall Kalkh also received death 
sentences. These included “Abdallah al-Kanj al-Dandashi, Khalid Rustum, 
and Hasan Ibrahim al-Dandashi, all members of the local committee of na- 
tional defense.‘ 

Along with the death sentences they handed down, the French arrested 
and imprisoned a number of secondary leaders of the popular committees 
and committee supporters on a variety of charges, including brigandage, 
conspiracy, and the illegal possession of weapons. Among those seized were 


3. For more on Khalqi, see MD 4H114/1/83, “Rapport journalier de Damas,” 
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L:SL/vol. 33/119, Gouraud to Millerand, “Note au sujet des rapports entre le haut- 
commissionaire de la République Frangaise en Syrie-Cilicie et l’emir Faygal,” 
22 September 1920; MD 4H114/8, Arlabousse to Catroux, 13 October 1920. 

4. Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, Ma ra’aytu wa ma sami‘tu, 14-16. 

5. For more on Qasim, see Qadri, Mudhakkarati, 248; Hindi, Ma‘rakat Maysa- 
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Tawfiq al-Bissar and al-Hajj Nur al-Jisri, members of the Syrian General 
Congress from, respectively, ‘Akkar and Aleppo, who had acted as inter- 
mediaries between the Arab Club of Aleppo and the armed bands operat- 
ing outside the city.” The French pursued former members of the popular 
committees in Damascus with particular fervor: fearing that the success of 
bedouin and irregulars in the immediate area and in the Hawran would 
trigger open revolt in the capital, French authorities arrested so-called “ag- 
itators” en masse within a month of their occupation of the Syrian capital. 
The sentences that the courts-martial handed down were harsh: one of the 
condemned, whom the French charged with plotting a raid on a village, re- 
ceived twenty years in prison; another was deported from Syria for the 
same crime.? Occupation authorities imposed these and similarly severe 
sentences not only to punish those whom they considered to be a menace but 
to intimidate the remainder of the population and, in the words of one 
French report, to “decapitate” the most influential families of Syria that har- 
bored anti-French sentiments. Overall, the occupation authorities adopted 
a strategy explicitly designed to ensure that Syrians “understood that pol- 
itics is risky and that it is sometimes wiser to remain on the sidelines.” 1 

In addition to courts-martial, French authorities undertook a variety of 
other actions to pacify the population, boost support for its position as 
mandatory power, and efface the effects of committee organizing and pro- 
paganda. In Damascus, for example, the occupation authorities “discreetly” 
encouraged Rida al-“Abid to establish a club modeled on the dismantled 
Arab Club of Damascus for the purpose of disseminating pro-French pro- 
paganda. They underwrote the journalistic endeavors of Muhammad Kurd 
‘Ali in Damascus, distributed monthly subventions ranging from 20 to 40 
PE. to six newspapers in Aleppo (al-Taqaddum, al-Sa‘iqa, al-Umma, al- 
Barid al-stri, al-Nahda and Le Franco-Syrien), and quite probably sub- 
orned the Damascus newspapers Fatat al-‘Arab and Siiriyya al-jadida. They 
replaced recalcitrant quarter and village leaders, enlisted the support of 
friendly tribes (such as the ‘Anaza) to act as irregulars in the battle against 
guerrilla units organized by the popular committees, circulated petitions in 


7. FO 861/68, “Report on the Situation in Aleppo,” 9 September 1920. 

8. MAE L:SL/vol. 116/1726-1733, Gouraud to Guerre section orientale, 
28 August 1920. 

9. MD 4H109/dossier 1, Gouraud to Générals commandants 2@me et 4éme di- 
visions, 12 August 1920. 

1o. MAE L:SL/vol. 33, La Marine dans le Levant, “Rapport hebdomadaire sur 
la situation politique,” 20 August 1920. 


Conclusions / 293 


Aleppo to demonstrate that “ popular will” favored autonomy for the north- 
ern province, and organized mass demonstrations to signal an end to “the 
fanaticism and exactions” of Arab rule and to display the military power of 
France.” Ironically, then, many of the strategies that the Arab government, 
its allies, and the popular committees had pioneered in their efforts to mo- 
bilize, superintend, and win the support of the Syrian population were ap- 
plied by the French occupiers in order to establish their authority. 

The anarchic conditions that the French found in inland Syria abetted 
their designs. During the final days before the French army entered their 
cities, most urban Syrians faced a series of hardships that encumbered daily 
life and frustrated organized resistance to the occupation. The martial law 
regimen imposed by the Arab government not only disrupted the usual pat- 
terns of urban activity, it also limited the capacity of the population to re- 
sist the French: before the Arab government took flight, it had imposed 
curfews, closed markets, embargoed news, banned political assemblies, bro- 
ken up demonstrations, arrested dissidents, and, within the limits of its 
capacity, commandeered transportation and confiscated stockpiled wea- 
pons. Even had Syrians chosen to resist these measures, the influx of large 
numbers of bedouin into the cities of the eastern zone—an estimated ten 
thousand in Damascus and its immediate environs, three thousand in 
Aleppo, and fifteen hundred in Homs and Hama—dissuaded many from 
venturing outside their homes.!2 With the withdrawal of Amir Faysal and 
his entourage to the village of Kiswa south of Damascus, and with the col- 
lapse of local institutions of governance, the anarchy spread. In Damascus, 
shopkeepers attempted to dissuade looters by flying Italian flags over their 
shops; in Homs, families that lived on the outskirts of town were evacuated 
from their homes and put to work barricading buildings in the center of the 
city while armed volunteers stood guard; in Aleppo, it was left to the Ameri- 
can consul to persuade the local military commander and chief of police to 
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remain at their posts and to organize armed patrols to maintain order.3 
Under these circumstances, it should not be surprising that foreign ob- 
servers commonly used terms such as “sullen” and “weary” when describ- 
ing the emotions expressed by many Syrians at the time of the invasion."* 

There were, of course, exceptions: residents of two quarters of Damas- 
cus—the Maydan and Shaghur—did engage French forces in gun battles 
during the initial occupation of the Syrian capital; the ongoing struggles in 
the countryside waged by Ibrahim Hananu, Salih al-‘Ali, Mahmud Fa‘ur, 
and others continued; and French sources attest to clandestine attempts — 
perhaps real, perhaps the product of colonial fantasy —made by an assort- 
ment of political activists to regroup elements of the nationalist movement 
that had gone underground.® French apprehensions were not entirely 
delusory: on 30 August 1920, a chete reconnaissance column penetrated 
the center of Aleppo, sparking not only a gun battle with French forces but 
also a rumor that the column was the precursor of an all-out assault on the 
city by the Turks, who were intent on liberating it from French control. 
At around the same time, unknown assailants ambushed and killed ‘Ala al- 
Din al-Durubi and ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Yusuf, the prime minister and pres- 
ident of the consultative council, whom Faysal had appointed to the last 
Arab government and who had remained in office to collaborate with the 
occupation forces.'° 

Notwithstanding these incidents, most of the resistance encountered by 
the French was not only defensive and unorganized but nonviolent as well. 
French and British sources indicate widespread evasion of their order direct- 
ing Syrians to surrender their weapons, and in spite of threats, large num- 
bers of Muslim residents of Aleppo avoided signing the French-circulated 
petition calling for Aleppan autonomy. Instead, they circulated a petition 
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addressed to the local American consul, complaining of the French tactics 
and asking for the intervention of the other entente powers on behalf of the 
Syrian population.’” Syrians also engaged in petty acts of sabotage against 
their occupiers. According to one story, for example, when General Gouraud 
first arrived in Damascus, Abu Shukri al-Tabba‘, the father of a Higher 
National Committee organizer who had fought at the Battle of Maysalun, 
and a companion loosed the horses of the general's carriage.® The feeling 
of defiance tempered by powerlessness experienced by many Syrians dur- 
ing the first months of the French occupation ultimately found expression 
in widespread rumors that foretold of impending liberation and even mirac- 
ulous delivery. Among the most prevalent rumors spread in the eastern 
zone during the late summer of 1920 were reports that the British had is- 
sued an ultimatum to the French demanding that the occupiers withdraw 
from the eastern zone, that British troops had occupied the southern town 
of Dar‘a in preparation for a march north, that gangs of Turkish-supported 
guerrillas were preparing to invade Aleppo, and that the end of time was 
approaching.”® 

But while anecdotes of scattered acts of resistance and rumors of libera- 
tion demonstrate that, after brief skirmishing at Khan Maysalun, the in- 
habitants of the eastern zone did not respond to the French invasion and 
occupation with a uniform passivity or fatalism, they hardly constitute evi- 
dence that the mobilization of the Syrian population that had occurred over 
the previous months was of singular significance. In recounting these 
events, and in describing the opposing constructions of nation and nation- 
alism that vied for dominance during the twenty-two months of the Faysali 
period, it has not been my intention to provide such evidence. Nor has it 
been my intention to substitute one nationalist myth for another. Instead, 
underlying this study has been the contention that the Faysali period is 
noteworthy for two reasons. First, the interval separating the withdrawal 
of Ottoman forces from Syria and the beginning of the quarter-century 
French occupation marked a clearly bounded episode in the history of na- 
tionalism in the Arab Middle East during which the struggle over nation- 
alist issues was especially manifest and contentious. This period thus pro- 
vides a particularly revealing glimpse into the broader sweep of that history. 
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Second, the mobilization of the Syrian population that took place during 
this period accelerated and reinforced two processes that had been under 
way since the mid-nineteenth century: the diffusion of a nation state frame- 
work for the reconstruction of communities disrupted by social and politi- 
cal upheaval, and the transformation of relationships of power in such a 
way as to facilitate the diffusion of nationalist ideologies. 

By the early twentieth century, the preconditions necessary for a na- 
tionalist breakthrough were already in place throughout much of the Arab 
Middle East. Over the previous half-century, a number of factors—the 
expansion of markets integrated on a regional and global scale, the en- 
hancement of state capabilities, the growth of urban concentrations, the in- 
troduction of new transportation and communications technologies, the 
intensification of labor commodification, and so on—had expedited the 
breakdown of economic parochialism, reduced the overall efficacy of local, 
informally constituted bonds of clientalism, and disarranged the lives of an 
ever-increasing portion of the population. While the appearance of these 
preconditions was not in itself sufficient to ensure the diffusion of nation- 
alist ideologies, it did enhance the likelihood that, given the proper cir- 
cumstances, nationalist organizers would find a constituency receptive to 
their ideas. Over time, as the numbers of those affected by the processes of 
change mounted, that constituency expanded. 

While the broadening and deepening of what Benedict Anderson calls 
the “cultural system” of nationalism among the inhabitants of the Arab 
Middle East was a long-term process, it was neither a continual nor an un- 
differentiated one. Rather, it was an episodic process, driven by crises and 
effected by organizers who learned from and enlarged upon the efforts of 
their predecessors. This book has focused upon both the long-term and the 
immediate crises that fueled one such episode and on the activities of po- 
litical activists who defined and shaped a national community temporarily 
embraced much of the Syrian population. The mobilizing activities under- 
taken by these activists during the Faysali period proved to be both precur- 
sor to and progenitor of numerous similar episodes. The Syrian Great 
Revolt of 1925-1927 and the Palestine Great Revolt of 1936-1939 are just 
two examples of subsequent nationalist uprisings the roots of which might 
be traced to the events discussed in this book.” 


20. A number of those who participated in the events recounted in this book 
later took part in subsequent nationalist uprisings in Syria and Palestine. Among 
the members and supporters of the popular committees during 1919-1920 who 
played prominent roles in the Syrian Great Revolt of 1925-1927 were ‘Abd al- 
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While the interplay of the local, regional, and international determi- 
nants that ignited and shaped each episode was unique, and while the ide- 
ological predicates that inspired—and in turn were disseminated by —na- 
tionalists active during these episodes frequently differed, all had two 
attributes in common. First, the unevenness and differential effects of the 
transformative processes described above defined not only the shape of the 
insurgent alliance but the program it articulated and the strategies it em- 
ployed to realize that program. As a result, each alliance made use of dis- 
cursive tropes and organized itself and its activities in a manner character- 
istic of populist insurgencies the world over.2} Second, each insurgency 
promoted a further social transformation that, in the absence of a compre- 
hensive political resolution, virtually guaranteed that similar insurgencies 
would occur in the future. Far from being an isolated historical curiosity, 
then, the events of the Faysali period heralded the advent of a popular na- 
tionalist politics in the Arab Middle East that, in one form or another, has 
persisted to the present day. 


Qadir al-Sukkar, Ramadan Shallash, Muhammad al-‘Ashmar, ‘Id al-Halabi, Hasan 
al-Kharrat, and Ahmad Muraywid. 

Shaykh ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam, the popular ‘alim whose organizing activities 
and subsequent death at the hands of the British in 1935 during an ill-fated raid was 
a major factor in sparking the Palestine Great Revolt, was also intimately ac- 
quainted with the activities of the popular committees in Syria. Not only had al- 
Qassam participated in the guerrilla activities of Salih al-‘Ali’s irregulars in the 
Latakia region during the Faysali period, but after the French invasion of inland 
Syria, he fled to Haifa with the assistance of Kamil al-Qassab. The two continued 
their collaboration in exile, first teaching together at Madrasa al-Burj al-Islamiyya 
(until they quarreled in 1925), then touring the countryside preaching resistance 
to the British and Zionists. See al-Jundi, Tarikh al-thawrat al-siiriyya fi ‘ahd al- 
intidab al-faransi; al-Hafiz and Abaza, Tarikh ‘ulama’ Dimashq; Khoury, Syria 
and the French Mandate, 174-182; Hamida, al-Wa‘i wal-thawra, 42-43, 45, 50. 

21. A selection of common tropes used during the Palestine Great Revolt can 
be found in Nels Johnson, Islam and the Politics of Meaning; Ted Swedenburg, 
Memories of Revolt: The 1936-1939 Rebellion and the Palestinian National Past. 
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